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ABSTRACT 
The primary purpose of this study was to examine and describe, through the lens 
of nexus analysis, how social action impacted the compositional processes of high school 
string students as they engaged in collaborative composition. In this study, I examined 
the complex convergence of verbal and non-verbal communication while students were 
engaged in music co-creation and how it impacted social practices such as rules, roles, or 
division of labor. Specifically, this qualitative study investigated the following research 
questions: (1) How does social action impact the compositional processes involved in co-
creation? (2) What roles, social structures, or social identities do students who are 
engaged in musical co-creation assume? 
The participants in this study included eight high school orchestra students who 
participated in ten after-school small group music composition sessions. Each session 
was 45 minutes in duration and occurred over an eight-week period. Additionally, 
students participated in two individual semi-structured interviews and two semi-
structured focus group interviews. The participants in this study adopted an interaction 
order they referred to as The Circle. This global concept consisted of a set of rules for 
		 viii 
behavior, interactions, and democratic guidelines. It provided a social safety net of 
acceptance for each member of the group. An underlying theme of The Circle was the 
goal of achieving equality within the group regardless of previous musical experiences or 
expertise. The following data were analyzed: (a) students’ responses, processes, and 
behaviors (both musically and verbally) that occurred during the collaborative activities; 
(b) students’ verbal responses to questions in both individual and focus group interviews; 
and (c) field notes and artifacts that were examined to reveal any relevant data. A 
common theme throughout the study was the adoption of multiple roles. Participants in 
this study assumed four different roles: follower, advocate, tutor, and leader. Only two 
members retained a single role for the duration of the study while the other six girls 
assumed multiple roles depending on the needs of the group at a specific moment in time. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 “You can’t use up creativity. The more you use, the more you have.”  
(Maya Angelou, 1982, p. 32) 
My interest in discourse of musical co-creation was a result of teaching high 
school bluegrass, jazz, fusion, and fiddle classes that emphasized students working 
together to create group compositions. These classes focused on traditional string 
orchestra instruments combined with other stringed instruments such as banjo, mandolin, 
and guitar. By combining classically trained string players, non-orchestral instruments, 
and alternative music genres, students were afforded musical independence absent from 
regular orchestra classes. I was fascinated with the synergy that existed as students co-
constructed creative ideas with verbal and non-verbal communication, and by the sense 
of community demonstrated within each group. In this musical setting, instruments 
became part of the conversation, where spoken words were often replaced with musical 
actions. Indeed, these tools became an extension of each student’s voice, at times 
working in unison with other members to reaffirm or reject ideas. Other times, they may 
have served as a refinement tool, constantly reshaping, reimagining, or reinventing ideas. 
Both the voice and musical instrument acted democratically or with authority within the 
group, reaffirming beliefs, roles, and values of the group. In this study, I examined social 
practices and actions that moved beyond talking and social interaction, instead focusing 
on actions, values, and beliefs in a small group setting.  
Consider the following evolution in the definition of the word creativity. In 1953, 
Webster’s New World Dictionary first included creativity and it was simply listed as a 
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noun. By 1976, Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language defined 
creativity as “creative ability; artistic or intellectual inventiveness” (Robinson, 2010, p. 
6). Contrast the previous definitions with Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary (2015) 
definition: creativity is “the ability to transcend traditional ideas, rules, patterns, 
relationships, or the like, and to create meaningful new ideas, forms, methods, 
interpretations, originality, progressiveness, or imagination” (p. 179). The previous 
definitions demonstrate how creativity has been framed over the past 65 years.  
According to Stefanic (2014), creativity is a fundamental aspect of human 
existence and nearly every task that is carried out requires creative thought. Simply 
stated, creativity enables people to perform “things as simple as carrying on a 
conversation with another individual…[and] things as complex as designing or 
constructing a building, deriving theories of physics, writing a computer program, 
scripting a screenplay, or composing a piece of music” (Stefanic, 2014, p. 3). While 
researchers have acknowledged the existence and importance of creativity, until recently, 
it has remained a vaguely understood aspect of the human experience (Sawyer, 2006).  
The modern-day study of creativity began in 1950 with Guilford’s keynote speech 
at the American Psychological Association. Guilford proposed his Structure of Intellect 
Theory that identified five operations key to human intelligence. Although Guilford’s 
theory “came under fire due to problems inherent to factor analysis,” (Webster, 2000, p. 
5) his research in divergent thinking led researchers to continue to investigate and 
operationalize creativity (Delorenzo, 1989; Webster, 2000).   
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According to Feinberg (1974), creativity “has been described in many different 
ways by many different scholars.” The process of creativity is described as having a 
beginning where the problem is identified, followed by a period of exploration in which 
there are multiple solutions to the problem, and finally a creative product is produced 
(Hickey & Webster, 2001). Common themes in defining creativity revolve around central 
ideas of a product being “original to its creator” and being “appropriate for the purpose or 
goal of the creator” (Baer & McKool, 2009; Webster, 2000). Due to the various ways 
creativity has been defined and framed throughout the past 65 years, it is necessary to 
clearly define it for the present study. Thus, for the purposes of this research, creativity is 
defined as “the ability to transcend traditional ideas, rules, patterns, relationships, or the 
like, and to create meaningful new ideas, forms, methods, interpretations, originality, 
progressiveness, or imagination” (Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, 2015, p. 179).  
Creativity in Music Education 
Traditionally, music instruction emphasized teaching students to develop an 
appreciation for cultural music or teaching student musicians how to accurately replicate 
music written by others to perform for functional purposes (Webster, 2002). While this 
practice remains the primary goal of most music curricula, there is a growing interest in 
teaching students how to create their own music (Webster, 2002). This interest is 
reflected in the 2014 National Music Standards adopted by The National Association for 
Music Education (NAfME). While the previous NAfME music standards (1994) included 
composition, they were largely focused on knowledge and skill acquisition. The 2014 
standards encourage understanding, independence, and an artistic process of creating, 
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performing, and responding. In essence, NAfME is now embracing the ideology of 
creative thinking. Stefanic (2014) summarized the importance of this change:  
There is a depth of understanding that is possible when one works through a 
musical creative process that is either not possible or qualitatively different than 
when one works through a musical (re-)productive process. (p. 5)  
Webster (1990) defined creative thinking as “the engagement of the mind in the 
active, structured process of thinking in sound for the purpose of producing some product 
that is new for the creator” (p. 11). Newman (2008) stated, “creative thinking plunges 
into unknown and untested ways of knowing and creating our world” (p. 6). Webster 
(1990, 2000) proposed that creative thinking alternated between divergent and 
convergent thinking. In essence, a creative thinker uses convergent thinking when 
gathering musical ideas from prior musical experiences (or their existing musical 
knowledge-base) and divergent thinking when experimenting or imagining new ways to 
use that knowledge in an original context. Indeed, Webster proposed a constant interplay 
of divergent and convergent thinking:  
Divergent thinking on the part of the music creator involves imaginative thought. 
Here the creator is exploring the many possibilities of music expression, always 
cataloging, sifting through, rejecting, and accepting only to change yet again…. 
Such thinking is largely divergent in nature. All of this is cast against convergent 
thinking that is more linear and more analytical. The thinking in this case is more 
discriminatory and driven by an emerging plan that may be conscious or 
subconscious. The interplay between divergent and convergent thinking is almost 
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magical in scope and is at the center of creative thinking. (2000, p. 13) 
Music composition embodies many aspects of creative thinking. It begins with a 
musical idea, riff, melody, ideal musical structure, or desired end goal. Next, through a 
process of experimentation, the idea is modified or new ideas emerge before finally 
resulting in an end product. Traditionally, music teachers have struggled to implement 
composition in classroom settings (Barrett, 2014). Researchers have attributed this lack 
of implementation to the persistent myth that composing is an individual endeavor 
(Barrett, 2014; Kaschub, 1999; Partti & Westerlund, 2013). This apprenticeship model 
has its roots in the traditional training of individual composers experience in their 
formative years (Barrett, 2006). Furthermore, the vast majority of instrumental music 
literature that is taught in public schools is crafted by an individual composer. A more 
likely explanation for the absence of composition in daily musical activities is that most 
music teachers do not identify themselves as composers (Berkley, 2001; Lindeman, 
1996). However, when given the choice of individual versus collaborative composition in 
music classes, adolescent students prefer “the collaborative condition nearly 75% of the 
time” (Kaschub, 1999, p. 247).  
The Student Composer in Group Settings 
Burnard (2004) defined problem-solving as “recognizing and defining a problem, 
then generating, evaluating, and refining solutions for the problem” (p. 62). Efforts to 
increase collaborative problem-solving in music education reflect constructivist beliefs 
that knowledge is socially constructed. According to Bruner: 
It is the give and take of talk that makes collaboration possible. For the agentive 
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mind is not only active in nature, but it seeks out dialogue and discourse with 
other active minds. And it is through this dialogic, discursive process that we 
come to know the Other and his points of view, his stories. We learn an enormous 
amount not only about the world but about ourselves by discourse with Others. 
(1996, p. 93) 
Thus, children learn through active dialog with their peers, a balance of give and take, an 
exchanging of ideas, and by confronting differences, before finally developing a shared 
vision of the problem to be solved and possible negotiated paths to solving it together 
(Plattner, Meinel & Leifer, 2012). For musicians, problem-solving includes using words, 
as well as instruments, in establishing social practices.  
Social Practices in Group Settings 
Students who are engaged in collaborative learning establish social practices 
based on several reasons such as teacher instructions, individual personalities, prior 
experiences, and individual history. The purpose of establishing social practices is vital in 
defining group roles, goals, and procedures. Scollon & Scollon (2004) define a social 
practice as mediated actions that occur on a consistent basis in a specific context. The 
researchers noted that social practices are not overarching practices such as the practice 
of law or medicine, instead they contend that a social practice is “a single, recognizable, 
repeatable action such as the practice of handling an object, filling in a form, switching 
on a computer, or answering a direct question in an interview” (p. 13). Previous 
researchers have referred to small social practices as discourses (Gee & Green, 1998), 
group norms (Sassenberg & Postmes, 2002), community practices (Lave & Wenger, 
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1991), and normalized codes of conduct (Talbot, 2014). Each of these terms outline how 
roles, rules, and expectations for conduct are established. For clarity, the present study 
utilizes the term social practices as defined by Scollon & Scollon, (2004). In this 
definition, social practices refer to a shared identity or common belief within a group that 
establishes expectations for communication, problem-solving, rules, roles, and values. 
These practices give members an opportunity to evaluate their own core values and 
clarify how they relate to the central values of the groups identity. Social practices are 
global in nature and guide all interaction within the group causing individuals to identify 
as a group member before as an individual. Sassenberg & Postmes explain: 
Social influence within groups is exerted to the extent that individuals self-
categorize as a group member and perceive themselves (and others) in terms of 
the shared stereotype that defines the in-group in contrast to other relevant out-
groups…. They may also act and think in line with the group norms because they 
self-stereotype as a group member. (2002, p. 464) 
Smith & Postmes (2009) contended, “social interaction plays a central part in the process 
of reaching consensus, and that it is related to the formation of a sense of shared identity 
and group norms” (p. 131).  
The establishment of social practices is vital and can ensure each group’s success 
or failure. Feldman’s (1984) description of why all groups establish practices is of 
importance to the present study. According to Feldman, practices are established first to 
ensure a group’s survival and to increase the predictability of other group members’ 
actions, thus facilitating quick responses from other members. These practices help limit 
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social embarrassment and maintain the primary conversation within the group, while 
clearly establishing the overall boundaries. The establishments of these practices 
contribute to the overall goals of the group.  
Feldman stated that there four ways in which social practices are established. The 
first way a practice is set is by “explicit statements by supervisors or co-workers” (p. 50). 
In teaching, instructions that are given to students help to shape practices. Next, critical 
events in the group’s history such as internal conflict can shape practices. For example, a 
group member may personally not approve of the direction suggested by the groups 
leader and voice his or her displeasure with the leader. However, the majority of the 
group may support the leader, thus causing the non-approving member to consent for the 
overall benefit of the group.  
The third way social practices can be established is primacy. Often the first 
interactions of a group can affect future interactions. If a group is informal on the first 
meeting, members may expect future sessions to follow the same format. Additionally, 
where members sit is often determined in the very first meeting, even if seats are not 
assigned. Finally, social practices are determined by carry-over behaviors from past 
situations. In music, social practices are shaped by previous musical experiences such as 
private lessons or interactions in previous group settings.  
Social Practices and Social Action 
The introduction of this study provided background context in the area of 
creativity and its impact on current music education objectives before narrowing my 
focus on music composition. Next, I discussed how collaborative music composition, or 
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musical co-creation, was a merging of different ideas from members of the group. Co-
creation is not a transparent process that is easily categorized into neat steps and 
procedures; rather it is a complex process of ongoing negotiation between social actors 
and social practices within the group. In the present section, I define and frame the 
concept of social action, and how nexus analysis provides a dynamic lens for examining 
social action in musical co-creation.  
Talbot (2010) stated that “social practices are carried out at some real, material 
place in the world by human social actors” (p. 42). When social practices converge 
together, this is referred to by Scollon (2001) as the site of engagement. In a group 
setting, social action can be thought of as a “moment in real time, when multiple social 
practices intersect to form a unique moment in history that is identified by participants as 
a social action” (p. 147).  
In many settings, such as educational institutions, sites of engagement occur 
regularly. Scollon (2001) referred to this type of setting as a nexus of practice or a 
repeated site of engagement where some type of social action is facilitated by a relatively 
consistent set of social practices. Furthermore, social actions are “construed as mediated 
actions, it being definitional that ‘social’ means socially mediated” (Scollon, 2001, p. 
146). Although the most common mediational mean is the use of language, Scollon 
contended that it should never be the considered “the central or defining aspect” (p. 143) 
of social action. Instead, all social action is “mediated by cultural tools or mediational 
means” (p. 143). For example, in an instrumental music classroom setting, the ensemble 
may use language to communicate with one another; however, the primary mediational 
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means is the use of instruments (cultural tools).  
Scollon & Scollon (2004) contended that in order to investigate social practices 
and social actions that occur in a nexus of practice, researchers should engage in nexus 
analysis (NA). This section provides an overview of NA while Chapter 3 contains a 
complete discussion on each aspect outlined below. Scollon and Scollon (2001) explained 
that there are three primary cycles termed discourses in place, the interaction order, and 
the historical body (Figure 1.1).  
 
Figure 1.1. Nexus analysis (adapted from Scollon and Scollon 2004) 
Discourses in place refer to multiple discourses that circulate during a social action 
(Lane, 2014). Many of the discourses may be irrelevant at any given moment and it is the 
researchers responsibility to determine which are relevant. The interaction order 
contends that there are invisible norms and rituals that facilitate social actors within the 
group. Finally, historical body refers to previous life experiences of each social actor. 
According to Hult (2013), these three elements are cycles of discourse that intersect in 
order to mediate a social action.  
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Lane (2014) explains the focus of a nexus analysis investigation: 
Nexus analysis shifts the focus from these large scale discourses to social actions. 
The starting point of a nexus analysis is to identify a crucial social action, and 
then to map the cycles of the people, discourses, objects, and concepts which 
circulate through the moment when the social action takes place. (p. 5) 
Each student in the present study possessed a unique musical background that was shaped 
by their previous musical experiences. Subsequently, each girl approached the 
collaborative musical sessions with different ideas about how to create a musical product. 
Because their historical bodies would have a direct impact on their interaction order, I 
chose to utilize nexus analysis as my investigative lens to describe the processes of 
musical co-creation the girls adopted.  
Need for the Study 
Recent trends in music education, such as the 2014 National Music Standards, 
have placed emphasis on collaborative music creation. These trends have resulted in an 
increased need for music educators to understand how students engage in small group 
composition. In this section, I present relevant existing literature in the area of individual 
and collaborative composition, as well as calls for further research to better explain how 
sociocultural discourse, collaboration processes, and student roles impact outcomes of 
musical collaboration.  
Previous researchers have sought to understand compositional products and 
processes, and identities of individual composers (Barrett, 1998, 2000; Carter, 2008; 
Fautley, 2004; & Kaschub, 1999). Barrett (1998) and Kratus (1989) examined the impact 
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of rules created by teachers and concluded that individual composers are more likely to 
be restricted to a specific type of composition when provided with task activities that 
aren’t open-ended in nature. Allsup (2003) and Dillon (2003) cited a need for more 
research on open-ended and creative composition tasks, where there is no single correct 
solution.  
However, previous researchers have noted that the literature on collaborative 
composition is much more limited (Burnard & Younker, 2007; Fautley, 2005). According 
to Hopkins (2015), “researchers within the field of music education primarily have 
examined collaborative music composition in preschool and elementary and middle 
school settings” (p. 407). Little is known about creative collaborative processes and there 
is a need for research that examines the nature of group interactions (Dillion, 2003; 
Hickey, 2002; MacDonald, et al., 2006; Van Boxtel et al., 2000). Furthermore, 
MacDonald & Miell (2000) noted that “investigating factors which affect creative music 
making remains one of the least studied aspects of music education” (p. 58).  
Additionally, research literature that investigates roles in collaborative music is 
limited. Morgan (2000) examined the role of gender and noted that boys tend to dominate 
all forms of communication in mixed-groups and are less productive than single gender 
groups. Burnard & Younker (2007) noted that roles, rules, and division of labor are 
assigned based on musical background or by dominant players within the group. Others 
argued that roles are not fixed, and could be exchanged at any point (Berg, 1997; 
Burnard, 2002). Kosak (2014) stated that roles were assumed, not assigned, and cited a 
need for additional research examining roles.  
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Fautley (2004) and MacDonald et al. (2006) called for more research that helps 
explain the complex interactions involved in collaborative composition to help music 
educators include more composing opportunities in their classrooms. This shift in current 
research from broad over-arching concepts of musical versus non-musical 
communication to a more in-depth study of discourse is important to the present study, in 
which I examined these interactions on a much more ‘micro’ scale.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the social practices and 
social actions of high school string students as they engaged in collaborative 
composition. The primary area of focus in this study was the investigation of how social 
action impacted the compositional processes involved in co-creation.  
Framing the Research Questions 
The primary focus of this study was to investigate collaborative composition in a 
high school setting. The research was guided by two primary research questions: (a) How 
does social action impact the compositional processes involved in co-creation? (b) What 
roles, social structures, or social identities do students who are engaged in musical co-
creation adopt? Influenced by the work of Gee & Green (1998), MacDonald & Miell 
(2000), and Talbot (2014), I realized that collaborative interactions that occurred in a 
musical setting could not be merely explained as musical or verbal communication. 
Instead, these interactions were governed by social action throughout all activities within 
the group. This study provided an in-depth examination of social action and how it 
impacted the compositional processes in musical co-creation.  
		
14 
The purpose of this chapter was to provide an introduction to the study as well as 
presenting an overview for a rationale and need for the study, and finally, the research 
questions. Chapter 2 presents a review of sociocultural discourses, social practices, and 
social action literature, as well as collaborative learning in sociocultural research in music 
education literature. Chapter 3 outlines the research design and the methodological 
processes implemented in this study. Chapter 4 describes the interactions of the 
participants in this study, while Chapter 5 concludes with a discussion, summary, and 
implications for music education.  
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CHAPTER 2  
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 
The chapter is divided into three sections. Each section supports part of the larger 
concept of sociocultural discourses, social practices, and social action. First, I present a 
historical overview of sociocultural and collaborative learning research. Next, a 
discussion of sociocultural research within the field of music education and music 
collaboration is presented. Finally, I review music education literature that utilized nexus 
analysis as a theoretical lens to investigate sociocultural processes.  
In the first section that follows, I begin with a brief historical overview of 
sociocultural research by focusing on social knowledge construction ideology of 
Vygotsky and neo-Vygotskians. Next, I address current threads in sociocultural research 
within the past 20 years, including the work of Gee (1998) and his theory of discourse, 
and nexus analysis as outlined by Scollon & Scollon (2001). At the end of this section, I 
review important studies that have been conducted with a sociological lens in the area of 
music education.  
Historical Overview of Sociocultural Research 
Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist whose most influential work occurred 
between 1924 and 1934. To distill the constructs of his sociocultural theory, one must 
consider that Vygotsky lived at a time of profound change in the Soviet state and its 
Marxist-Leninist ideology. In their introduction to Mind and Society, Cole and Scribner 
(1978) convey Vygotsky’s dissatisfaction with the atomistic theories of behaviorists, but 
also his disappointment that Gestalt psychologists “failed to move beyond the description 
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of complex phenomena to the explanation of them” (p. 5). They attribute Vygotsky’s 
position to the Soviet hope that science could be used to solve social problems.  
Wertsch (1991) suggested that Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach has three 
dimensions: First, it relies on developmental analysis. This means that, to understand 
mental functioning, it is not only important to understand human biological development, 
but also the influences of history, culture, and institutions on human evolution (pp. 19–
21). Closely related, Wertsch described the following oft-quoted passage as Vygotsky’s 
“general genetic law of cultural development” (p. 26):  
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the 
social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people 
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies 
equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of 
concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relations between human 
individuals. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57)  
The third dimension of Vygotsky’s approach is the mediation of psychological and 
technical tools. According to Vygotsky: 
The most essential feature distinguishing the psychological tool from the technical 
tool, is that it directs the mind and behavior whereas the technical tool, which is 
also inserted as an intermediate link between human activity and the external 
objects, is directed toward producing one or another set of changes in the object 
itself. (1981, p. 140).  
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While Vygotsky’s work itself relied upon speech as the primary mediator, neo-
Vygotskians build upon the idea of learning thru the use of tools, speech, and signs. 
Gee’s (1998) sociocultural research built upon Vygotsky’s concepts of speech and sign, 
gathering them together in the concept of discourse. According to Gee (2014): 
Each discourse in a society is ‘owned’ and ‘operated’ by a socio-culturally 
defined group of people. These people are accepted as ‘members’ of the discourse 
and play various ‘roles’, and give various ‘performances’, within it. Each 
discourse involves ways of talking, acting, interacting, valuing, and believing, as 
well as the spaces and material ‘props’ the group uses to carry out its social 
practices. (Gee, 2014, Chapter 3, Section 4, para. 2) 
Indeed, small groups or communities foster learning in a social setting with an 
emphasis on culture, listening, and talking. Rogoff (2011) added, “children who are part 
of community life have many opportunities to learn by observing and contributing in real 
ways, through intent community participation, in contrast to depending on adults to 
devise artificial exercises for their learning” (p. 410). Any individual’s association with a 
discourse begins with family and kin groups, but then individuals become members of 
secondary discourse communities at school and at work. The concept of discourse moves 
beyond talking and signs as mediators of social interaction to incorporate props, actions, 
values, and beliefs. A discourse consists of “words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, social 
identities, as well as gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes” (Gee, 2014, Chapter 
3, Section 5, para. 2). This type of discourse “encourages people to develop a new 
understanding together” (Kendrick, 2010, p. 85).  
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Wertsch (1991) introduced the term ‘mediational means’ in Voices of the Mind: 
Sociocultural Approach to Mediated Action. Like Gee, Wertsch built on Vygotsky’s 
theory of the use of psychological and technical tools. Wertsch (2007) explained: 
Vygotsky’s analysis of mediation is central to understanding his contribution to 
psychology. Indeed, it is the key in his approach to understanding how human 
mental functional is tied to cultural, institutional, and historical settings since 
these settings shape and provide the cultural tools that are mastered by individuals 
to form this functioning. In this approach, the mediational means are what might 
be termed the ‘carriers’ of sociocultural patterns and knowledge. (p. 204)  
Wertsch continued, “the most central claim I wish to pursue is that human action 
typically employs ‘mediational means’ such as tools and language, and that these 
mediational means shape the action in essential ways” (1991, p. 12).  
One of the most recent developments in the discipline of sociocultural research is 
nexus analysis as outlined by Scollon & Scollon (2004). The theoretical inspiration for 
nexus analysis includes the concepts of mediational means, as described by Wertsch 
(2001), social discourses, as presented by Gee (1998), and cultural and historical settings, 
as presented by Vygotsky. Lane (2014) provided a concise description of the goal of 
nexus analysis research: 
Nexus analysis shifts the focus from these large scales discourses to social action. 
The starting point of a nexus analysis is to identify a crucial social action, and 
then map the cycles of the people, places, discourses, objects, and concepts which 
circulate through the moment when the social action takes place…. Through 
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taking action as the starting point of the analysis, nexus analysis takes a firm 
interest in discourse, because discourse is intrinsically linked to social issues. (p. 
5) 
In summary, the focus of much of the sociocultural literature has been on 
discourse, culture, the use of tools, and history. Scollon & Scollon (2004) incorporated 
these concepts together to form the underpinnings of nexus analysis. In the next section, I 
examine existing sociocultural research specific to the field of music education. 
Collaborative Learning: An Overview 
Collaborative learning embodies many different forms in the literature. In this 
section, I provide an overview of same-age collaborative learning, cross-age collaborative 
learning, dyadic collaboration, reciprocal learning, and class wide collaborative learning. 
I begin by discussing cross-age peer mentoring (CAPM), the process of a younger student 
learning from an older, more advanced student in an academic setting (Cohen, Kulik, & 
Kulik, 1982). The vast majority of research in CAPM is focused on dyadic relationships 
that seek to improve specific academic skills, self-esteem, connectedness, identity, and 
academic attitudes (Karcher, 2005). CAPM is based on structured tutoring sessions in 
which the teacher outlines learning objectives.  
A frequently noted challenge of CAPM is the pairing of students. Roscoe and Chi 
(2007) noted that tutors are not likely to interact with tutees outside of the artificially-
created learning environment because of age differences and the lack of classes together. 
However, in the present study, participants were enrolled in orchestra classes that 
consisted of 9–12th grade students. Thus, the students knew each other before the study 
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commenced. King, Staffieri, & Adelgais, (1998) stated that only dyads comprised of 
same-age students were “true peers” (p. 135). Karcher (2005) added, “one criticism of 
cross-age mentoring in schools is that adolescents may not be mature enough to be 
consistently present or sufficiently attentive to their peers” (p. 66).  
In contrast to CAPM, same-age peer mentoring (SAPM) allows students that are 
of the same academic ability and age to exchange overlapping expertise in their regular 
learning environment (Roscoe & Chi, 2007). Participants enrolled in SAPM programs are 
more likely to be peers because they attend the same classes and are more likely to 
interact outside of the classroom environment (Roscoe & Chi, 2007). A body of research 
investigating SAPM has been established in several academic areas, including math 
(Callahan & Glennon, 1975; Dolciani, Wooton, Beckenbach, & Markert 1967; Fuchs, et 
al., 1994; Webb, 1982), reading (Anderson, Evertson, & Brophy, 1979); and science 
(King, Staffieri, & Adelgais, 1998; King, 1994). Because the present study included eight 
girls, ages 15–18 years old, it was likely that they would engage in some form of 
mentoring, thus it was important to understand how students in previous studies engaged 
in CAPM and SAPM.  
Several studies noted that both the tutor and the tutee engage in reciprocal 
learning (Ensergueix & Lafont, 2010; Fantuzzo, Riggio, Connelly, & Dimeff, 1989; King 
et al., 1998 and Scruggs, Spencer, & Fontana, 2003). Several researchers noted that 
students who alternate between the role of tutor and tutee exchange overlapping 
knowledge that enables them to learn from each other (King, Staffieri, & Adelgais, 1998; 
Roscoe & Chi, 2007). Reciprocal learning is a key aspect of same-age peer mentoring 
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and does not occur with regular frequency in cross-age peer mentoring (Rowley, 1999; 
Zgorski, 2005).  Thus, unlike the usual context in which a more knowledgeable person 
scaffolds the learning of a less competent person (Vygotsky, 1978), the same-age 
mentoring model was intended for use by students of like ability and competence, neither 
being more knowledgeable than the other (King et al., 1998). The ages of the participants 
in the present study ranged from 15–18; thus it was likely that both CAPM and SAPM 
would occur. Additionally, role exchange was of interest because the participants were 
engaged in collaborative problem-solving.  
Previous researchers noted that both the mentor and mentee experienced increased 
self-esteem as a result of participating in collaborative programs (Sheldon, 2001; Walker, 
2005; Miksza, 2010; & Wilkins, 2009). Regular attendance in the collaborative activities 
has been found to be an important aspect of building self-esteem (Herrera, 1999 & 
Talbert, 1996; Karcher, 2005). Moreover, many researchers noted that the educational 
outcomes of collaborative programs benefited students in the following ways: (a) student 
reorganization and communication of musical concepts (Webb, 2012); (b) student 
attitudes were more positive in classrooms with mentoring programs (Cohen, Kulik, & 
Kulik, 1982); and (c) positively affect the social skills of mentors and mentees (Gumpel 
& Frank, 1999.  
Class wide peer collaboration is a variation on same age peer mentoring (Kamps, 
Barbetta & Delquadri, 1994). The teacher assumes a facilitator role while allowing 
students to work in structured pairs or small groups on a specific aspect of a 
predetermined curriculum (Darrow, Gibbs, and Wedel, 2005). Shively (1995) explained 
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that “this type of cooperative learning reflects real world activity because very few tasks 
in the real world are attempted by individuals working alone” (p. 148). Researchers have 
investigated the impact of same-sex and mixed-sex dyads in class wide peer 
collaboration. The present study was based on this class wide peer collaboration model 
with the exception that the participants were not grouped in pairs; instead they worked as 
a small group.  
Collaboration in Music Studies 
 
In the past 20 years, the collaborative music education literature has grown 
significantly. Traditionally, public education music classes have been taught in small-
group settings, instead of individual lessons. Swanwick (1994) discussed the advantages 
of collaborative music learning: 
Music-making in groups has the infinite possibilities for broadening the range of 
experience, including critical assessment of the playing of others and a sense of 
performance. Music is not only performed in a social context but is learned and 
understood in such a context. Music and music learning involves building up 
plans, images, and schemata through ways of thinking, practicing, playing, and 
responding; learning by imitation of and comparison with other people. We are 
strongly motivated by observing others and we strive to emulate our peers, often 
with a more direct effect than being instructed by those persons designated as 
‘teachers.’ (pp. 150–151) 
 Instrumental music classes have traditionally been structured towards producing 
quality performing ensemble products (Triantafyllaki, 2007). This group instructional 
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strategy was based on a repetitive rehearsal rather than individual learning models (Jones, 
Palincsar, Ogle, & Carr, 1987).  Music education researchers sought to reform these 
instructional techniques with learner-centered instructional models. Researchers have 
advocated for increased student responsibility in routine classroom activities to foster 
student leadership (Blair, 2009; & Sheldon, 2001; Turner, 1999). Allsup (2003) 
encouraged instrumental music educators to allow students more input in choosing music 
literature and provide more opportunities for students to compose their own music. 
Student ownership in the learning environment was a prominent consideration in the 
present study as students were encouraged to initiate and design their own learning goals, 
as well as to develop a plan to achieve them.  
Assessing the impact of providing student training. Music education 
researchers have investigated the effects of providing training to students engaged in 
collaborative learning. Specifically, researchers sought to explain the impact of providing 
training in student feedback, modeling and reinforcement skills. Results indicated that 
students experienced increased self-esteem and gains in social and academic ability. 
Goodrich (2007) investigated the role of peer mentoring in a high school jazz band 
setting with adults and students participating in the mentoring process.  Results from the 
study indicated that peer mentoring occurred in three ways: low, mid, and high-level 
mentoring. Low-level mentoring referred to mentors answering simple musical questions. 
Mid-level mentoring occurred when students explained musical interpretations, 
articulations, and passages of music to other students. High-level mentoring took place 
when students “assumed direct leadership” (p. 109) of their sections during rehearsals. 
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Goodrich noted that training in a jazz setting relied on skill demonstration between an 
advanced musician and a novice musician. In the present study I did not seek to answer 
questions regarding training, self-esteem, social or academic increases. However, 
concepts from Goodrich such as student-initiated feedback, modeling, and reinforcement 
were paramount in describing the communication and interactions that occurred 
throughout the present study. 
Alexander and Dorow’s (1983) study focused on same-aged 4th grade beginning 
band students. A pre-test was administered with participants scoring in the top percentile 
assigned as tutors and the remaining students assigned as tutees. The results indicated that 
elementary beginning band students who were trained in approval techniques benefited in 
areas of social behavior and increased academic ability, while those who were trained in 
disapproval techniques did not show academic gains. Darrow, Gibbs and Wedel’s (2005) 
research implemented a cross-aged classwide collaboration program in an elementary 
general music setting where each participant was trained in explanation and modeling 
strategies. The results indicated that participants paired in reciprocal dyads were able to 
teach each other simple musical concepts. According to the researchers, each dyad 
created an equitable teaching and learning environment because both students adopted 
the roles of tutor and tutee.  
In addition to examining the impact of student training, researchers have 
examined the effects of collaborative learning on self-esteem. Darrow, Novak and 
Swedberb (2009) researched the impact that a same-aged tutoring program had on the 
self-esteem of female high school chorus students. Students were trained in specific 
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feedback, reinforcement, and nonverbal communication skills. The researchers concluded 
that collaboration only had a minimal impact on improving self-esteem of the 
participants. Holsberg’s (2009) study did not directly focus on collaboration; instead, it 
contrasted teacher-centered and learner-centered models of instruction in a band setting.  
Results of the study indicated that students in learner-centered models experienced 
increased sense of ownership of learning outcomes and expressed satisfaction in working 
collaboratively in student-led groups. As previously stated, I did not address questions of 
self-esteem in the present study; however, each participant possessed varying degrees of 
musical mastery. Thus, I pondered how self-confidence would be manifested as students 
shared their musical ideas with other students. Would students be reluctant to play as an 
individual because of a lack of self-esteem or would ownership of the group promote 
student engagement musically, verbally, or both?   
Webb (2012) investigated the thought processes used for decision-making for 
high school students. This cross-aged study is important to the current study because it is 
the first of its kind to investigate collaborative learning using qualitative research 
techniques in a multiple case study design in the field of string education. Five themes 
emerged from Webb’s study: (a) pedagogical choices and prior experiences; (b) 
reorganization and communication; (c) enjoyment and value of tutoring; (d) perception of 
roles; and (e) a “pedagogical comfort zone” (p. 276). The study focused solely on 
students who did not receive peer training prior to the study; instead they relied on prior 
experiences to collaborate with their peers. Webb concluded that by providing 
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collaboration opportunities, students benefited from “increased motivational interest” (p. 
3). 
Teacher-centered versus student-centered collaboration. Music education 
researchers have investigated the impact of teacher-centered versus student-centered 
collaborations. Scruggs (2008) used a mixed-method design to compare learner-centered 
and teacher-centered environments in two middle school orchestras. String teachers in the 
study participated in professional development that promoted learner-centered activities 
such as student composing, improvisation, conducting, peer tutoring, as well as student 
written and verbal critique. The results indicated that there were no differences in musical 
performance outcomes between the teacher-centered and learner-centered groups. 
However, the learner-centered group exhibited increased musical growth and musical 
independence. According to Scruggs, individual musical independence was more 
important than ensemble performance quality. Scruggs explained: 
Though music ensemble teachers and administrators may see short-term 
performance outcome advantages in a teacher-centered culture marked by 
efficiently conducted rehearsals, expert [teacher] directions, and dutiful student 
followers, these qualities do not necessarily lead to a classroom environment 
promoting independent musical growth that encourages the skills and confidence 
to pursue music beyond the classroom. (2008, p. 5)  
Holsberg (2009) examined student-centered collaboration using what he termed a 
constructivist educational environment. Results indicated that students took more 
ownership of learning objectives during the collaborative learning opportunities, but there 
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were instances of conflict between students and confusion about the true role of the 
instructor. Yet, students preferred this approach as it led to more creative expression, 
improvisation, and composing opportunities. Scruggs (2009) also encouraged student-
centered constructivist practices by allowing students more freedom in selecting 
repertoire, rotating student seat assignments, incorporating student conductors, and 
allowing students to model for classmates. Scruggs (2009) and Holsberg’s (2009) 
research informed the current study because in both studies the learning approach was 
designed to be student-led with the teacher being an equal member within the group. 
Their research also highlighted that students might experience an increase in conflict and 
confusion within the group as students sought to democratically set goals and methods 
for achieving them, especially with the absence of a teacher mediating problems within 
the group.  
Sociocultural Research in Music Education 
 
Researchers have investigated sociocultural influences in several academic areas 
such as special education, mathematics, language arts, physical education, and music 
education. Recent research in the psychology of music literature notes that music 
education is a social activity and there is a need to understand how sociocultural issues 
influence the processes of students jointly engaged in music activities (Hargreaves & 
North, 1997). Moreover, researchers summarize how sociocultural issues impact how 
students participate in music and why it is important for educators to better understand 
the complex dynamics that converge in collaborative learning: 
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There is an increasing amount of literature that highlights the key impact which 
peer groups, the family, the relationships between teacher and pupil and between 
the pupils themselves, have upon a child’s interest in and knowledge about music 
(Taebel, 1994). This has direct relevance for music education research, as it is 
important to consider this wider social context in which children listen to, play 
and learn about music when investigating how children respond to different types 
of music and different musical tasks…. Consequently, music education can be 
enriched by including some analysis of these influences in developing studies of 
children’s musicality. (MacDonald & Meill, 2000, pp. 58–59) 
The roles that sociocultural issues play in a collaborative musical activity were the 
primary investigative impetus of the current study. I was inspired by Meill and 
MacDonald’s (2000) research into the role of friendship, relationships, family musical 
values, and how they shape student musical preferences. Specifically, I was interested in 
describing how these sociocultural issues manifested themselves within the confine of 
small group music composition and what, if any, evidence of them could be observed in 
the creative process and end product.  
Over the past 20 years, music education researchers investigated sociocultural 
issues in an effort to better understand the complex dynamics that are present in music 
classrooms. Studies of sociocultural influences include the role of friendship (MacDonald 
and Miell, 2000 and MacDonald, Miell, & Mitchell, 2002) and the impact of gender in 
groups (Morgan, 2000; and Miell & MacDonald, 2000). Additionally, researchers have 
sought to better understand collaborative creative thinking processes (Dillion, 2003; 
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Fautley, 2005; Kaschub, 1999; McAdams, 2004; McGillen, 2004; Younker, 1997; and 
Wiggins, 1999); as well as verbal and non-verbal communication (Fodor, 1998; Seddon, 
2005). Lastly, researchers investigated the role of cultural influences in collaborative 
music making (Kosak, 2014) and the importance of shared understanding (Wiggins, 
1999). In the sections that follow, I review the literature in each of these areas.  
The role of friendship. I begin by reviewing music education literature on the 
role of friendship for students who are engaged in musical problem-solving. Students 
who work collaboratively on ill-structured problems with a friend tend to engage in more 
meaningful dialog that is “mutually oriented” (Hartup, 1996, p. 3). Several studies 
demonstrate that students who work with friends demonstrate increased mastery of 
objectives when compared to students who work with a non-friend (Azmitia & 
Montgomery, 1993; Hartup, 1996; MacDonald, Miell, & Mitchell, 2002; and Miell & 
MacDonald, 2000). Newcomb & Bagwell (1995) conducted a meta-analysis that 
identified four global areas in which friends who work collaboratively benefit versus non-
friendship dyads. The four areas are positive engagement, conflict management, task 
activity, and communal relationships. Newcomb & Bagwell noted that friends who work 
together were more likely to view each other as equals, experience more smiling and 
laughter, as well as engaging in reciprocity between one another. It was also noted that 
friends communicated more effectively and were more likely to offer assistance and 
support to one another. However, Burland (2001) cautioned, “friendship groups may not 
produce wholly desirable behaviors and whilst they may collaborate in a more positive 
and friendly way, there is a chance that this will provoke more off-task behavior and 
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general chat or play” (p. 47). 
Miell & MacDonald (2000) investigated the role of friendship in mixed-gender 
pairs as they worked collaboratively on unstructured musical compositions. The 
researchers utilized a coding system developed by Kruger (1993) to analyze all verbal 
communication in the study. However, the researchers expanded on Kruger’s scheme by 
developing a coding system for all musical interactions that took place in the study. 
Participants who were paired with a friend in the study created musical compositions that 
were rated higher than pairs of non-friends. The researchers surmised that interactions 
between friends yielded rich transactive communication when compared to non-friends. 
Additionally, inexperienced students who were paired with a friend demonstrated 
increased creative confidence and active participating in the collaborations.  
MacDonald, Miell, & Mitchell further investigated the role of friendship and the 
frequency in which students engaged in transactive communication in their 2002 study 
that consisted of 8 and ll year olds. The researchers defined transactive communication as 
“communication which builds upon and extends ideas that have already been voiced 
(either by the self or another person) and the presence of transactive communication has 
been shown to be a key factor in good quality collaboration” (p. 61). Unlike their 
previous research, this empirical study was structured with specific student given 
instructions and expected outcomes were clearly communicated. Half of the participants 
in the study were paired with a friend, while the other half consisted of students who had 
no prior relationship with one another and did not normally work together on 
collaborative assignments at school. Participants were videotaped as they worked 
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collaboratively on a keyboard during 20-minute sessions as they created short musical 
compositions. All verbal and musical interactions were coded as transactive or non-
transactive communication based on a scheme used in earlier research conducted by 
Miell and MacDonald (2000). Results indicated that students in friendship pairs engaged 
in musical interaction with one another while building off of one another’s ideas. By 
contrast, students in non-friend pairs engaged in significantly more instances of 
individual musical making, absent of influence from their partner.  
The previous two aforementioned studies by Miell and MacDonald (2000) and 
MacDonald, Miell, & Mitchell (2002) are of particular relevance to the present study. In 
both studies the researchers implemented a coding scheme to describe verbal and musical 
interactions of students engaged in collaborative music composition. The coding method 
is unique in that it affords the researcher the ability to code how children intertwine both 
their voice and their musical instrument to communicate with one another. In my 
research, I also utilize this coding system to transcribe the verbal and musical interactions 
of the participants involved. This coding system is not an a priori coding system; instead, 
it is a system developed to assist transcribing student interactions from video data. As 
documented in their research, students may answer preceding spoken questions with 
musical responses or vice versa. Additionally, the coding system assists the researcher in 
documenting how students propose musical ideas, disagree or agree with previous verbal 
or musical statements, as well as tracking the development of musical motifs.  
Shared understanding. The generation of musical knowledge is amplified when 
students work collaboratively. Many researchers have referred to this type of interaction 
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as shared understanding. In this section, I define and discuss shared understanding.  
The role of shared understanding has been investigated in music education during 
the past 20 years. The concept of shared understanding is underpinned by the assertion 
that individual knowledge is intrinsically linked to what others think. According to 
Wiggins (1999): 
Shared understanding is socially distributed knowledge or distributed cognition, 
where the understanding of a problem and its potential solutions reside in the 
minds of individuals and also in the larger scheme of the combined understanding 
of the group. Implicit in this vision of collaborative work in an understanding that 
the combined expertise of the group often exceeds that of the individuals who 
comprise the group, making the collaborative effort a more powerful platform for 
problem solving and decision-making than the work of an individual might be (p. 
67). 
When students work collaboratively, boundaries that distinguish individual 
knowledge and the cumulative knowledge of the group members can become blurred. 
Rogoff (1990) explained: 
To act and communicate, individuals are constantly involved in exchanges that 
blend ‘internal’ and ‘external’ exchanges characterized by the sharing of meaning 
by individuals. The ‘boundaries’ between people who are in communication are 
already permeated; it is impossible to say ‘whose’ and object of joint focus is, or 
‘whose’ a collaborative idea is. An individual participating in shared problem 
solving or in communication is already involved in a process beyond the 
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individual level. Benefitting from shared thinking thus does not involve taking 
something from an external model. Instead, in the process of participation in 
social activity, the individual already functions with the shared understanding (p. 
195).   
Wiggins (1999) analyzed video and audio recordings of six instances of students 
engaged in collaborative composition. In this study, the researcher described how shared 
understanding is observed in collaborative music composition. According to Wiggins: 
Shared understanding is reflected in the musical elements of students’ products, as 
students share, extend, vary, and answer one another’s or the teacher’s musical 
ideas. Shared understanding further manifests itself in the students’ musical 
conversations, devoid of or sparse in verbal interaction; in their verbal 
conversations and evaluations of the work in progress; and in the students’ 
musical decisions about what music is appropriate for the work, expressed in both 
verbal and musical statements (p. 85).  
As stated by Wiggins (1999) and Rogoff (2000), students who compose music 
collaboratively developed a shared vision or understanding of the creative process and 
product. Additionally, musical collaboration was shaped by sociocultural issues which 
originated is a students family life (MacDonald, Miell, & Mitchell, 2002; Miell and 
MacDonald 2000). Questions regarding the merging of individual preferences and 
experiences along with how students developed a shared understanding further inspired 
me to explore them in the present study.  
Thus far in this chapter, I have discussed the role of friendship and shared 
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understanding as presented in the literature. Next, I examine how researchers have 
investigated the role of gender, cultural influences, and compositional processes in the 
sociocultural music education literature.  
The role of gender. There has been a significant amount of sociocultural research 
in music education that has sought to determine the role of gender in music collaboration. 
Morgan’s (2000) research focused on the role of gender, communication styles between 
genders, and the relative productivity of same- versus mixed-gender groups. The 
researcher created three groups of contrasting gender composition. All-male groups 
tended to exhibit more individualistic and exploratory play versus mixed-sex groups. All-
girl groups demonstrated more cooperation and sharing of ideas. Interestingly, females in 
mixed-groups talked significantly more than males within the group. Previous researchers 
noted that males dominated verbally in mixed-groups (Swann, 1992; Lee, 1993). 
Therefore, Morgan (2000) cautioned against drawing conclusions in the area of mixed-
gender collaborations and that existing research “suggests that more research of this kind 
is needed to determine how much of the observed differences are due to the nature of the 
task” (p. 13). Finally, it was concluded that musical communication “did not replaced 
verbal communication as a method of sharing ideas” (p. 103). However, it was noted that 
these results were not global findings and that “a different set of criteria may give rise to 
a different set of results” (p. 103). Miell & MacDonald (2000) duplicated these findings 
in their study on children’s collaborative music composition. The researchers noted that 
groups comprised exclusively of females played more transactive and non-transactive 
music than any other combination of gender groups. Miell & MacDonald stated that 
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females were more adept in communicating with one another in collaborative problem 
solving than males. Finally, Burland (2001) stated that “females place more emphasis on 
building interpersonal friendships” (p. 46).  
Hopkins (2015) investigated the role of gender in collaborative composition. The 
researcher created three small gender-based groups of high school orchestra students. The 
three groups consisted of all-male, all-female, and mixed-sex participants. The students 
participated in eight collaborative sessions over a six-day span to create original 
compositions. Hopkins examined the form, length, and quality of each composition. 
Additionally, the investigator documented the amount of time each group spent on-task 
and off-task during their interactions. Finally, the researcher tracked the amount of time 
each group spent on musical and verbal communication. Results indicated that mixed-sex 
group exhibited more collaboration and spent more time on task than same-gender 
groups. These results did not collaborate previous researchers who indicated that female 
groups are more productive versus all other gender groupings (Morgan, 1999; Miell & 
MacDonald, 2000). Finally, results indicated that all gender groups engaged in more 
musical communication than verbal communication. Initially, I aimed to investigate the 
role of gender by establishing two different groups in my study (all-male group and all-
female group). However, the eight participants enrolled were female and therefore no 
comparisons were made. Nevertheless, I was compelled to investigate their productivity 
in an effort to collaborate or possibly yield different results as (Morgan, 1999; Miell & 
MacDonald, 2000). 
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Cultural influences. Young composers are influenced by their previous musical 
and life experiences (Campbell, 1998; Kosak, 2014; Stauffer, 2002). For instance, 
composers frequently use patterns from familiar melodies that originated in movies or 
popular music as a basis for creating original music. Additionally, elements in music 
compositions are linked to a young composer’s home environment (Wiggins, 1999). 
Indeed, cultural influences are vital in the creation of musical products. In this section, I 
examine how cultural influences have been found to shape musical compositions created 
by young composers.  
Stauffer (2002) conducted a longitudinal study of sixth grade composers who 
created music using Making Music computer software. Students were not given specific 
parameters or directions regarding how to compose or what their final product should 
consist. Stauffer noted that participants relied on familiar melodies “as starting points for 
the students’ work (p. 309).” In many instances, these melodies were absent in the final 
products the students created. Other times, familiar melodies became embedded in the 
final products. Participants drew on many sources for familiar melodies during the study 
including television shows, motion pictures, and childhood songs. Results also indicated 
that current and historical themes broadcast through media outlets and world history 
classes served as inspiration for creating music. Finally, each participant’s home 
environment influenced how each student approached the creative process. Specifically, 
elements of the styles of music that a student listened to a home with their family were 
evident in the final products during the study.  
Kosak (2014) conducted a multiple case study to observe the sociocultural 
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influences of eight 4th grade students engaged in collaborative composition. Each 
participant was observed in individual and group musical activities while composing on a 
keyboard. All observations were unstructured in nature with each participant only being 
told to “compose and perform an original piece of music” (p. 25). Kosak presented the 
following rationale for this approach: 
Through the omission of specific goals for the assigned task, I was able to observe 
what standards, if any, the participants set for themselves, and how they 
negotiated differences with the self-assigned standards [of] other group members. 
(p. 193) 
Kosak employed a coding strategy developed by Kratus (1989) to describe 
intrapersonal-cultural, intrapersonal-interpersonal, and interpersonal-cultural influences. 
Results indicated that while many participants noted their family as a substantial 
influence factor in interviews, it was rarely observable in actual composition sessions. 
Rather, students in the study appeared to be influenced more from their teachers and 
peers. Students in the study adopted roles of leader, advocate, follower, and attention-
seeker. Kosak noted that while the collaborative sessions sometimes yielded positive 
interactions between participants, an equal amount of time was spent in negative 
interactions, such as arguing or refusal to work together. Nonetheless, ten themes 
emerged during the study: influence of external cultures, perceptions of acceptable work, 
assumed roles, emergence of musical voice, persistence in task completion, holistic 
perception, task structure and flow, compatibility, extended breaks and inclusion.  
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Compositional processes. Compositional processes that have been studied 
include reflective talk (Burnard, 2002), roles (Morgan, 1999), improvisation (Biasutti, 
2012; Burnard, 2002; Kratus, 1991, 1996; Miller, 2004), problem-solving processes 
DeLorenzo, 1989), structured versus unstructured tasks, use of tools (Burnard & 
Younker, 2007), division of labor (Morgan, 1999), and transactive communication 
(Hewitt, 2008; Miell & MacDonald, 2002). Burnard (2002) investigated the role of 
reflective talk in a study of 12-year old children engaged in in-group improvisation. The 
researcher noted that roles were constantly evolving within the group as students 
alternated between leading and following during music making. Burnard concluded that 
students were able to successfully participate in in-group improvisation despite a 
relatively low mastery of independent music aptitude. The findings supported Miller’s 
(2004) claim that it is “possible to successfully integrate improvisation and composition 
into all grades, despite limitations of student ability levels” (p. 62). However, the results 
challenged Kratus’s (1991, 1996) claim that students were not able to improvise in a 
group setting unless they had significant independent musical experiences with creating 
music.  
DeLorenzo (1989) examined the problem-solving processes of sixth grade general 
music students. The researcher created structured assignments and the students worked 
collaboratively to complete the musical tasks. DeLorenzo noted for phases of decision-
making processes. They were: (a) define the musical problem, (b) decide on what form 
the composition would consist of, (c) explore musical possibilities, and (d) degree of 
personal investment. Results indicated that students who were actively engaged in 
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problem solving based their decisions on musical ideas while students who were 
disengaged based their decisions on non-musical ideas.  
Van Ernst (1993) described the musical preferences of high school students who 
were allowed to set the parameters of what their musical products consisted of as they 
composed individually and collaboratively. Results indicated that students had no 
preference for working collaboratively or individually; however, they preferred to choose 
how they worked without the aid of a teacher. The findings were mixed regarding student 
preferences for composing in an unstructured versus structured environment. Many 
participants stated that they preferred working within guidelines provided by the teacher, 
while others embraced being able to set their own parameters. Van Ernest proposed a 
compositional model consisting of four phases: stimulus, sound organization, rehearsal, 
and product performance. The researcher stated that the model facilitated the 
compositional process of both individual composers and those engaged in musical co-
creation.  
Faulkner (2003) studied pupil perceptions of compositional processes as students 
ages 6–16 engaged in collaborative composition. Participants in this study noted that 
group composition was more effective than individual composing. Faulkner’s research 
contradicted the research of Gammon (2001) who argued that group composition was 
largely an ineffective method for teaching. Instead, Faulkner’s study duplicated the 
findings of Wiggins (1999) who stated that shared understanding between students is the 
basis for solving ill-structured musical problems. Faulkner’s research culminated in a 
model for effective group composition that consisted of the following steps: (a) dynamic 
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interaction within the group that results in varied ideas and means of execution, (b) a 
solution to the problem is validated by the group, (c) individual acts of creativity result in 
greater shared knowledge and understanding. Faulkner’s model shared several aspects of 
the interaction order adopted by the participants in the present study such as dynamic 
interaction and individual acts of creativity,    
Burnard & Younker (2007) examined the use of tools and division of labor in 
collaborative composition. Tools were defined as “choice and use of instruments and 
knowledge to drive compositional ideas” (p. 72). Results indicated that task-directed talk 
was the primary form of communication used within the group, which supported the 
findings of Morgan (1999). In addition, findings indicated that the most dominant players 
within the group usually assigned roles.  
Hewitt (2008) investigated the nature of transactive communication as elementary 
students worked collaboratively in pairs using computer software to compose music. 
Results from this quantitative study indicated that students with superior musical skills 
did not engage in higher levels of transactive communication. The findings did not 
validate Miell and MacDonald’s (2002) study investigating friendship. Instead, Hewitt’s 
study indicated that friendship between pairs had no significant impact on transactive 
talk. Finally, the findings indicated that students were less likely to ask transactive 
questions or provide transactive questions when working collaboratively.  
Biasutti (2012) examined the compositional processes of three musicians engaged 
in-group composition. The research spanned seven collaborative sessions and the five 
themes emerged from the data: context definition, experimenting, constructing, playing 
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and evaluating. Experimenting was defined as moments where participants were 
brainstorming musical ideas. Constructing was defined as strategies such as chaining, 
adapting and revising which the participants used to refine a melody. Practicing referred 
to the time the group members spent learning the melodies. Finally, rehearsing was 
defined as a systematic way of practicing together.  
In this section I have outlined research that has been conducted to investigate the 
compositional processes used in collaborative composition. These studies were influential 
to the present study because I examined how students developed roles and created their 
own rules that guided their interactions. In the section that follows, I examine music 
education discourse. Specifically, I detail research into musical and non-musical 
interaction, how students use talk and action, and how this discourse facilitates social 
negation.  
Music Education Discourse 
Music education consists of both verbal and musical dialog that frequently are 
used interchangeably (Webster, 1990). In the present study, the combination of verbal 
and musical language is referred to as discourse. The purpose of this section is to detail 
how previous researchers have examined discourse in musical settings. The literature on 
discourse in music education typically classifies discourse as musical or non-musical 
interaction (MacDonald et al., 2006). 
Dobbs (2005) investigated the role of naturally-occurring discourse in a 
instrumental music program. Five themes emerged in this qualitative study including (a) 
teacher talk and actions; (b) student talk and actions; (c) talk and actions related to music; 
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(d) talk and actions related to social/community building; and (e) talk and actions related 
to carrying on school/administrative business. Results indicated that the size of the group 
had an impact on the quality of the discourse, with smaller groups experiencing greater 
communication.  
Porcello (1996) examined the role of discourse in a contemporary recording 
studio during a 13-month ethnographic study conducted in Texas. Porcello states, 
“human experiences involved in the creation of music in the recording studio context are 
constituted as dense intersections of music, discourse, and audio technologies” (p. vii). 
Results indicated that a communal spirit of social negotiation guided all interactions that 
led to the creation of a musical product.  Both studies by Porcello (1996) and Dobbs 
(2005) noted the importance of allowing students to the opportunity to engage in 
naturally-occurring discourse. The concepts of natural discourse and communal spirit 
discussed by these researchers were important in the present study as students engaged in 
unstructured musical creation. 
Berg (1997) described social collaborations in two small chamber music 
ensembles. The research sought to reveal patterns of musical thought and actions within 
the groups. The research was situated in the Vygotskian zone of proximal development 
framework and examined the role of collaboration and tools. Four themes emerged 
during the five-month study. They included: (a) musical topics covered in rehearsals; (b) 
amount and nature of the music rehearsed during each rehearsal; (c) types and frequency 
of verbal and non-verbal activity used by participants; and finally (d) the sequence of 
student activity during rehearsals. The results of the study were mixed in finding that 
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collaborative learning “is multi-faceted, complex, and filled with the potential to both 
encourage and hinder the growth of musical understanding” (p. 4). The notion that 
collaborative learning has the potential to foster learning is consistent with Faulkner’s 
(2003) research. However, as noted by Berg (1997) and Gammon (2001), it may also 
hinder educational outcomes. This informed the present study and allowed me to 
approach the research without preconceived notions that the collaborative environment 
would be inherently productive between the students. 
Music Studies That Use Nexus Analysis as a Lens 
 
Nexus Analysis as a lens for scholarly research in music education is a new 
phenomenon. However, several music education researchers have set precedent for using 
nexus analysis in studying music transmission and collaborative learning. In this section, 
I provide several examples of music research that implemented nexus analysis as a 
theoretical lens. Talbot (2013) noted that nexus analysis is a “robust theory and method 
of analyzing discursive practices specific to the settings of music transmission where talk 
is coupled with and contextualized by actions music making” (p.56). Ehrlich (2016) 
investigated Israeli music education policy and government mandated segregation 
through the lens of nexus analysis. Foucault’s theory of power was a prominent theme in 
the research as it related to the power of the Israel government dividing the population 
based on religious affiliation.  
Talbot and Mantie (2015) utilized the lens of nexus analysis to research music 
education licensing problems for musicians who perform nontraditional instruments and 
do not currently have a path to gaining licensure under current educational laws and 
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restrictions.  
Talbot (2010) investigated the discourse of music transmission of Eka Sruti Illini 
in a university setting. Talbot used nexus analysis to trace the histories of oriented 
language and mediational means. Talbot analyzed historical participation in Western and 
Balinese ensembles. In his research he discovered two variants of transmission discourse: 
direct acculturation and analytics teaching. Direct acculturation included fluid talk and 
little interaction. Analytics teaching included little talk; instead, mediational means 
served as the discourse. Jocuns (2004) conducted a nexus analysis study to investigate 
oral tradition in Balinese gamelan classrooms. Specifically, the researcher described the 
relationship between knowledge and discourse and how it is communicated through 
musical and nonmusical dialog. Jocuns explained that “knowledge is displayed and 
meaning is negotiated through the process of intersubjectivity using verbal and nonverbal 
mediatational means” (p. 257).  
Jocuns’s (2004) and Talbot’s (2013) research represent the existing literature in 
collaborative music education that utilized nexus analysis as a investigative lens. In each 
instance, the researcher investigated verbal and non-verbal musical practices and how 
they impacted social actions. Both of these studies informed the present study as I 
describe the social practices and actions of high school string students engaged in 
collaborative music composition.  
Chapter Summary 
The chapter was divided into three sections. First, I reviewed sociocultural 
research within the field of music education. A presentation of the research on music 
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collaboration studies followed. Finally, I presented music education literature that utilized 
nexus analysis as a theoretical lens to investigate sociocultural processes. Chapter 3 
contains the methodological and theoretical frameworks and procedures implemented in 
this study. 	  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS AND 
PROCEDURES  
In Chapter Three, I outline and explicate the research design and the 
methodological processes implemented in this study. First, this chapter provides the 
reader with a brief overview of the research design and procedures utilized in the study. 
Next, I present a rationale for why the theoretical lens of nexus analysis is appropriate for 
this study. This is followed by a description of the protocols used in selecting the site, 
participants, sampling strategy, and interview procedures that were implemented. 
Subsequently, I provide detail regarding the framework for data collection and the 
techniques that were used to code each transcript. The chapter concludes with a 
discussion of measures taken to ensure the trustworthiness of this study. 
Research Overview 
This study was designed to investigate questions involving the social practices 
and social actions of students engaged in small group music composition. Because there 
are currently only a limited number music studies that use nexus analysis as an 
investigative lens, Talbot (2010, 2013, 2014) cited a need for music research that use 
nexus analysis as a lens to study the use of cultural objects (musical instruments) as 
meditational means separated from language by examining its history of use. This type of 
analysis is important for music composition studies since musical instruments can be 
used in conjunction with spoken dialog or they may be used as an independent form of 
communication. Moreover, this nexus analysis uses ethnographic tools to investigate the 
primary question of this study — how does social action impact the compositional 
process is small group composition? The goal of this study was to make a significant 
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contribution to music education literature and to future music educators by providing a 
rich description of social practices and social action that students engage in when 
working collaboratively in musical co-creation.  
Theoretical Framework 
In this section, I present nexus analysis (NA) and describe how researchers use it 
to examine social practices and social action. There are several theoretical concepts that 
are important when discussing NA, such as mediational means, mediated action, and 
archaeology. Thus, before I describe how I implement NA in this study, I discuss its 
theoretical underpinnings.  
Mediational means and mediated action. The concept of mediation can be 
traced back to Vygotsky. In his landmark research, Mind in Society, Vygotsky (1978) 
introduced the concepts of “psychological tools” and “signs” (p. 7). According to 
Wertsch: 
In [Vygotsky’s] view, a hallmark of human consciousness is that it is associated 
with the use of tools, especially ‘psychological tools’ or ‘signs.’ Instead of acting 
in a direct, unmediated way in the social and physical world, our contact with the 
world is indirect or mediated by signs. This means that understanding the 
emergence and the definition of higher mental processes must be grounded in the 
notion of mediation. (2007, p. 178).  
Vygotsky described signs as being “internally oriented” and “aimed at mastering 
oneself,” while describing tools as being “externally oriented” and that they “serve as the 
conductor of human influence on the object of activity (p. 55). Wertsch (1991) used 
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Vygotsky’s notions of signs and tools as the foundation for his concept of mediational 
means. Throughout his research, Wertsch used the terms mediational means and cultural 
tools interchangeably, and the terms are used in the same manner in the present study. 
Mediational means are semiotic tools ranging from language to material objects, social 
action, or mediated action, is seen as any action performed by a social actor through the 
use of cultural tools (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).  
For Wertsch, both mediational means and language are responsible for the 
evolution of individual and social processes. Moll (2000) contended: 
human beings interact with their worlds primarily through mediational means; and 
these mediational means, the use of cultural artifacts, tools, and symbols, 
including language, play crucial roles in the formation of human intellectual 
capacities. (p. 257) 
Wertsch (1991) contended that mediated action occurred when a person acts “in 
conjunction with mediational means” (p. 33). Otero (2003) provided a concise definition 
of mediated action: 
The notion of mediated action is fundamental to understanding how features of 
the social cultural and material environment restructure the mental functioning of 
the individual. Mediated action may be defined broadly as action in which 
individuals make opportunistic use, consciously or unconsciously, of features of 
the environment to transform symbols into meanings. (p. 3) 
Wertsch noted that human action is situated in “cultural, historical, and institutional 
settings” (p. 119). Similarly, in the concept of discourse, Gee and Green (1998) stated 
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that we must consider a global approach to examining social interactions. According to 
Wertsch, “any tendency to focus exclusively on the action, the person(s), or the 
mediational means in isolation is misleading” (1991). Wertsch explained: 
The widespread tendency in several disciplines to focus on language and other 
sign systems in isolation from their mediational potential usually means that one 
is not focusing on mediation at all by rather examining sign systems abstracted 
from human action. In the study of language, this focus undermines the notion 
that action and mediational means are mutually determining. It views the two 
sides of the coin as unrelated, and signs and sign systems as determining the 
structure of action in a mechanistic way. (p. 119) 
Again, language and discourse were paramount in this study as I investigated musical 
interactions, the use of cultural tools (musical instruments), and the social actions of 
collaborative music composition.  
Archaeology. Archaeology was defined as an examination of the past in order to 
understand the present (Downing, 2008; Hacking, 1986). The roots of archaeology can be 
traced to the Foucault’s (1972) landmark work The Archaeology of Knowledge. 
According to Foucault, “the history of ideas . . . is the discipline of beginnings and ends, 
the description of obscure continuities and returns, the reconstitution of developments in 
the linear form of history” (p. 137). Downing (2008) noted that Foucault’s methodology 
“examines how the past still governs and delimits our ability to think in certain ways” (p. 
10) and how the past may still control an actors present discourse. Essentially, these 
subconscious ideas were formed in the past and they influences, in many cases control, 
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the present. A researcher who seeks to understand a current discourse must begin by 
examining how the past has shaped it (Gutting, 2005; Downing, 2008). According to 
Farmer: 
Archaeology allows the researcher to focus on what has been said or produced by 
a set of statements, instead of decoding meaning. Archaeology ‘treats discourses, 
such as medicine, as practices that form the objects of which they speak’ 
(Horrocks, 2009, p. 64). This ‘excavations of unconsciously organized sentiments 
of thought’ ignores individuals and their histories, and rather examines 
impersonal structures of knowledge. (2015, p. 45) 
The previous discussion on cultural tools, mediated action, and archaeology are points of 
departure to begin my discussion on NA. Thus, it is here that I will shift my focus to 
describing what NA is, and why it is an important lens for this study.   
Nexus analysis. Scollon and Scollon (2004) first introduced the concept of nexus 
analysis during their research with Native Alaskans’ struggle to access higher education 
during the 1970s and 1980s. Scollon and Saint-Georges (2011) provided the following 
definition of NA: 
A nexus analysis consists in opening up the circumference of analysis around 
moments of human action to begin to see the lines, sometimes visible and 
sometimes obscured, of historical and social processes by which discourses come 
together at particular moments of human action as well as to make visible the 
ways in which outcomes such as transformations in those discourses, social 
actors, and mediational means emanate from those moments of action. (p. 15) 
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The result of Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) work was a methodological guide to 
conduct discourse analysis using ethnographic techniques. The method is rooted in the 
premise that all action is inherently social and mediated by language and cultural tools.  
According to Lane (2014), “nexus analysis does not focus primarily on language in itself, 
but rather how language and other semiotic and material tools are used to mediate action” 
(p. 1). Lane expanded on this idea: 
Shifting the focus from large scale discourses, language and text to concrete 
actions performed by social actors, enables the researcher to include both micro 
and macro perspectives, without postulating a micro-macro- dichotomy often 
proposed in social sciences research. While nexus analysis takes a social action as 
its starting point, the approach is firmly embedded within the critical tradition of 
social sciences and humanities. (2014, p. 3) 
Social action is behavior to which individuals or groups attach a specific meaning 
or set of meanings. According to Weber (1978), social action is a behavior, or set of 
behaviors, that are influenced by or takes account of the behavior of other human beings. 
Weber outlined four basic types of meaningful social action in Economy and Society: (a) 
action oriented by expectations of the behavior of both objects and other individuals in 
the surrounding milieu; (b) action oriented to some absolute value as embodied in some 
ethical, aesthetic, or morally guided; (c) action guided by emotive response to or feelings 
about the surrounding milieu; and (d) actions performed as part of long-standing societal 
tradition.  
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There are three key aspects that contribute to social action: (a) the historical 
bodies of the actors in that action, (b) the interaction order, and (c) discourses in place 
that facilitate the action and are used by the actors as mediational means (Lane, 2014; 
Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Scollon and Scollon (2011) stated that the purpose of NA 
research is to examine and clarify the complex relations that exist between social 
practices and social action. Building on Foucault’s notion of archaeology, NA embraces 
the idea that current discourses are shaped by our history, and in order to examine our 
current discourses, we must begin by examining the past (Wodak, 2005).  
Scollon and Scollon (2004) defined historical body: 
Different people play the same role differently depending on their history of 
personal experience inscribed in what the philosopher Nishida calls the historical 
body. A lifetime of personal habits comes to feel so natural that one’s body 
carries out action seemingly without being told. Bourdieu referred to this 
phenomenon as habitus but we prefer historical body because it situates bodily 
memories more precisely in the individual body. (p. 13) 
Lane (2014) explained the importance of historical bodies: 
The task of a nexus analysis is to identify the relevant or foregrounded discourse 
and therefore should be studied empirically, but the researcher may be faced with 
the challenge of ‘invisible’ discourses- discourses that are so deeply immersed in 
practice that participants in the nexus of practice do not refer to them. Such 
discourses tend to be visible only by mapping discourse cycles backward or 
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forward away from the moment when the action occurs; hence, the historical 
perspective of nexus analysis important. (p. 11) 
In the present study, I investigated how the convergence of previous music lessons and 
experiences, the cultural use of music in the home environment, and personal musical 
preferences shaped each participant’s historical body and their individual approach to 
music composition.  
The concept of the interaction order contends that there are invisible norms and 
rituals that facilitate members of society ability to communicate with one another 
(Goofman, 1963). The interaction order “examines what happens when individuals find 
themselves in the presence of others where their words and actions are socially situated” 
(Toye, 2004, p. 215). According to Goofman: 
When in each other’s presence individuals are admirably placed to share a joint 
focus of attention, perceive that they do so, and perceive this perceiving. This, in 
conjunction with their capacity to indicate their own courses of physical action 
and to rapidly convey reactions to such indications from others, provides the 
precondition for something crucial: the sustained, intimate coordination of action, 
whether in support of closely collaborative tasks or as a means of accommodating 
closely adjacent ones. (1983, p. 3) 
Lane (2014) explains how NA incorporates the interaction order into its theoretical 
underpinnings: 
[because] individuals behave differently when they are with others adhering to 
conventionalized norms. A wide range of discourses circulate through the 
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moment in time and space when a social action takes place, but not all of these 
discourses in place are directly relevant to the social actions we analyze. (p. 11) 
Talbot (2014) states that one of the goals of NA is in locating “the central and primary 
discourses that are intersecting with the interaction order and the historical bodies of the 
participants and considering how these discourses produce the focal mediated actions of 
their study” (p. 5).  
The concept of discourses in place refers to multiple discourses that circulate 
during a social action (Lane, 2014). Many of these discourses may not be relevant to the 
social action that is being performed and it is up to the researcher to determine which are 
relevant and which are non-relevant. Scollon and Scollon (2004) stated that discourses in 
place “call attention to all of these discourses and to call attention to the need to study 
empirically which discourses are relevant or foregrounded and which discourses are 
irrelevant (for the moment at least) or backgrounded for the social action(s) in which [a 
researcher is] interested” (p. 14). 
Scollon and Saint-Georges (2011) described questions a NA researcher should 
consider when investigating discourses in place: 
Which texts or tools are being attended to? Which ones are being ignored or 
sidelined? The role of the analyst is to identify which discourses are present and 
used at the moment of performing a social action…. The researcher will need to 
listen to the overt discourses circulating in that space: the private chat pupils have 
hidden from the teacher’s attention, the group discussions in collaborative 
moments of learning, the way the teacher words his explanations and instructions, 
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the essays written by the pupils or the poems recited by them. [The researcher] 
will also need to pay attention to the discourses ‘submerged’ in the historical 
bodies of participants. (pp. 13–14) 
Indeed, each girl in this study had unique preferences for musical styles that were shaped 
by their historical body and I wondered how the group would negotiate the multiple 
discourses that circulated throughout each session. Because each girl approached 
composition differently, it was important that the group, as a whole, adopt an interaction 
order that would facilitate co-creation.  
Talbot (2010) summarized how music education researchers should conduct a NA 
study: 
1. Enter into a zone of identification with the key participants. (p. 153)  
2. Map the cycles of people, places, discourses, objects, and concepts in place. 
Ask: How did these participants all come to be placed at this moment and in 
this way to enable or carry out this action? (pp. 159–160)  
3. Explore objects and concepts as mediational means. At this stage, the 
researcher treats the mediational means separate from the discourse and 
explores how they are used and how they have become internalized as 
discourse. 
• How did this object come to be present for this action: i.e., through 
whose agency?  
• What is its history of use? 
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• How thoroughly internalized is this mediational means and by which 
social actors? 
• How widely is a concept shared among the participants?  
• How fully internalized is the concept? 
• Is it internalized about the same or equally for all participants? 
• Are objects or concepts the result of a resemiotization? The agenda of 
a meeting for example is normally a printed text which has 
resemiotized discussions among a few key administrators or managers 
which is then used as a mediational means for the conduct of the 
meeting by all participants. Similarly, a word such as learning-disabled 
or non-compliant may be used to resemiotize a long history of social 
interactions. (p. 165) 
4. Focus on interpersonal relationships and participation structure. Ask: What 
positions and alignments are participants taking up in relationship to each 
other, to the discourses in which they are involved, the places in which these 
discourses occur, and to the mediational means they are using, and the 
mediated actions which they are taking? (p. 174) 
5. Ask: How are social power interests produced in this discourse? This 
includes all the forms of discourse: speech of the participants in mediated 
actions; texts used as mediated means, images and other semiotic systems 
used as mediational means; the historical body of the participants and in the 
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practices in which they engage; the design of the environment and objects. (p. 
173)  
In this study I investigated the social practices and social actions of students 
engaged in collaborative music composition. Each participant in the study possessed a 
unique musical background, prior musical experiences, musical preferences, and different 
approaches to composition. Thus, it was imperative for me to enter into a zone of 
identification (Lane, 2004) with the group to fully understand the historical body of each 
student’s musical past. Furthermore, it was important that I be accepted as member of the 
group to understand the discourses communicated by each member. Nexus analysis 
provided a unique lens that enabled me to investigate the historical body of each 
participant and to map the interactions of the group.  
Studies that combine nexus analysis with other frameworks. Nexus analysis is 
a form of mediated discourse analysis and it is common for researchers to combine 
discourse analysis techniques when conducting nexus analysis studies (Brannick, 2016; 
Chan, 2016; Talbot, 2010; Talbot, 2010; Talbot & Mantie, 2015; and Zidjaly, 2005). In 
my study, I utilized nexus analysis in conjunction with a coding system developed by 
Miell and MacDonald (2000), thus it was important to describe how previous researchers 
set precedent in combining various techniques with nexus analysis. Below, I provide 
several examples of this type of research before presenting how nexus analysis was used 
in the present study.  
Zidjaly (2005) combined mediated discourse theory and nexus analysis to explore 
the disability discourse used in the country of Oman. According to Zidjaly, the 
		
58 
frameworks combined “social theories with theories that centralize language and draws 
upon approaches that centralize the dialectical relationship between discourse and action” 
(p. 52). Similarly, Jocuns (2004) combined the frameworks of mediated discourse 
analysis, distributed cognition and nexus analysis to “explore the ways knowledge [was] 
created and distributed within two Balinese gamelan classrooms” (p. 46).  
Talbot (2010) researched how music transmission occurred in Balinese gamelan. 
The theoretical underpinnings for his study involved Blommaert’s five principles of 
contextualization, uptake, indexicality, and intertextuality along with Foucault’s theory of 
power and nexus analysis. Talbot explained the necessity of his framework: 
Borrowing from Foucault, Blommaert, Scollon and Scollon, discourse was 
defined in this study as meaningful, mediated language-in-place. Discourse 
included acts of speech as well as cultural objects and concepts used as 
meditational means by actors in the three settings of Eka Sruti Illini. (p. 6) 
Talbot and Mantie (2015) combined Foucault’s theory of power and nexus analysis in 
their research into music teacher education paradigms while Ehrlich (2016) combined 
Blommaert’s five principles and the concept of circumferencing adapted from nexus 
analysis in her research into Israeli music education policy.  
Brannick (2016) investigated bilingualism in Bolzano-Bozen, Italy utilizing a 
combined theoretical framework of nexus analysis and geosemiotics. Brannick provided 
insight for his decision to implement this framework: 
This process (and indeed the decision to take this approach) was facilitated by the 
fact that the underlying principles are broadly shared with Nexus Analysis. 
		
59 
Summarily, one might even say that, as mentioned, Geosemiotics is a form of 
Nexus Analysis weighted specifically for addressing semiotic resources, and how 
social actors interact with them, in the material world. (p.75) 
Finally, Chan (2016) investigated higher educational policies in Cambodia by combining 
linguistic imperialism, critical discourse analysis and nexus analysis utilizing a coding 
system suggested by Saldaña (2013).  
The preceding review of studies that combined NA with other frameworks set 
precedent for the present study in which I utilized NA framework and a coding system 
developed for verbal and musical interactions developed by Miell and MacDonald 
(2002). As was mentioned in Chapter 2, this coding system did not constitute a set of a 
priori codes; rather it was a practical method for transcribing videotaped student 
collaborations through the lens of musical discourse analysis. As students intertwined 
spoken language with musical exchanges, the system allowed the researcher the ability to 
document how students proposed, agreed, disagreed, amended, reiterated, modified, and 
developed ideas.  
Framing the Research Question 
This study was guided by two primary research questions: (a) How does social 
action impact the compositional processes involved in co-creation? (b) What roles, social 
structures, or social identities do students who are engaged in musical co-creation 
assume? Influenced by the recent work of music education researchers who investigated 
the complex convergence of verbal and non-verbal communication while students were 
engaged in musical co-creation, I sought to describe how sociocultural influences 
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impacted social practices and social action within collaborative settings. Nexus analysis 
provided a unique lens to investigate social practices and social action in a collaborative 
musical setting that is largely absent from the literature. The present study utilized nexus 
analysis as a lens to provide a rich description of the interactions and processes involved 
when high school students with different abilities and prior musical training work 
together. This study built on my previous experiences in teaching collaborative music 
composition music courses in a high school setting.  
Thus far, I have presented a rationale for conducting a discourse analysis to 
examine the social practices and social actions of high school students engaged in 
musical co-creation. The following section outlines the research design and procedures 
implemented in this study.  
Research Design 
 
In this study I utilized nexus analysis to describe and document the social 
practices and social actions of eight high school orchestra students as they engaged in 
musical co-creation. Building on the concept nexus of practice as described by Scollon 
and Scollon (2004), I utilized nexus analysis as a lens to document and describe the use 
of language and mediational means in small group musical collaboration. Talbot (2014) 
stated that “nexus analysis includes tracing the histories of use of mediational means, 
considering such things as how current use is related to historical use of a particular 
musical instrument, vocables, and/or musical gesture” (p. 4). A well-triangulated nexus 
analysis study should, therefore, incorporate members’ generalizations in their own 
words about their individual experience as well as neutral observations from the 
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researcher that is ascertained by interactions with the group members. Triangulation is 
achieved by using “three data-gathering techniques that dominate qualitative inquiry: 
observation, interviewing, and document collection” (Glesne, 2011, p. 48).  
Procedures 
Site and participant selection overview. This study took place at a high school 
located in East Tennessee where I was employed as the orchestra teacher. This high 
school was part of a public school system that was one of the top school districts in the 
State of Tennessee and was home to one of the largest string orchestra programs in the 
Southeastern United States (Tennessee Department of Education, 2012). All students in 
the school district were required to participate in orchestra during the 4th grade and the 
orchestra program was offered each year until the students graduate from high school. Of 
the 4,300 pupils who were enrolled in the school district, nearly 900 were enrolled in 
orchestra. The string program was founded in the 1970’s and has consistently won 
national competitions across America over the past 40 years. The school district 
contained one high school, two middle schools, and five elementary schools, all of which 
offered during-school and after-school orchestra instruction. The primary criteria for 
selecting this site were the reputation and quality of the strings program, and finally, 
access to an unusually large population of prospective participants.  
Initially, this study was to include four male and eight female participants that 
formed two groups. Each group was grouped by gender in an attempt to conduct a cross-
case analysis in addition to the within-case analysis of data. Motivated by collaborative 
music studies that investigated the role of gender (Lee, 1993; Morgan 2000; Miell & 
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MacDonald, 2000; Swann, 1992), I sought to investigate sociocultural differences 
between these two homogenous groups. However, I was unable to investigate issues of 
gender because of chronic absenteeism in the male group which resulted in unreliable 
data that could not be analyzed and compared with the female group. The two groups 
were completely separate and unaware of each other; thus the existence of one did not 
influence the other in any way. In light of these circumstances, the decision was made to 
conduct the study with the eight female participants. 
Participants for this study were selected based on their participation in an after-
school composition program called Fusion Music. The class included violin, viola, cello, 
bass, guitar, banjo, and mandolin students who performed non-classical genres such as 
jazz, bluegrass, and fiddle music. Students focused on learning charts instead of strictly 
focusing on sheet music notation. By learning the overall structure of how a typical song 
was composed, students were equipped with the knowledge necessary to compose their 
own music. Students were allowed to work in small groups within the class and compose 
their own music within the previously listed genres.  
Study sample. It is common for researchers who seek information-rich cases 
related to a phenomenon of interest to select participants using a purposeful sampling 
strategy (Patton, 2002). According to Palinkas et al. (2013), “this involves identifying and 
selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or 
experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (p. 3). Purposeful sampling was used to 
select the participants in this study. As mentioned above, students were chosen from a 
high school located in East Tennessee. Of the 1300 students enrolled at the high school, 
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approximately 185 were enrolled in the orchestra program at the high school. The 
orchestra program offered an after-school program that was optional to the 185-orchestra 
students and eight students choose to participate in the program. By only evaluating 
orchestra students who chose to participate in this program, the study only involved 
participants who expressed a demonstrated desire to enrich and go beyond typical 
orchestra instruction. Additionally, by studying students who attended the same high 
school, I was able to examine and describe their natural setting and culture as high school 
musicians. All students who attended the after-school program were asked to participate 
in this study.  
Role of the researcher. It is important for qualitative social researchers to clearly 
state the role they will take during the study (Unluer, 2012). Thus, I begin this section by 
stating my role in this study, which was that of a participant observer. According to 
Scollon and Saint-George (2011), a nexus analysis researcher must enter into a “zone of 
identification” with the “nexus of practice” (p. 16). Scollon & Scollon (2004) provided 
this description of the nexus of practice: 
A nexus of practice is the point at which the historical trajectories of people, 
places, discourses, ideas, and objects come together to enable some action which 
in itself alters those historical trajectories in some way as those trajectories 
emanate from this moment of social action. (p. 159) 
Lane (2014) noted that the purpose of entering into a zone of identification was to 
“identify the social actions, discourses and cultural tools (mediational means) that are 
relevant to the participants…. in order to achieve this, the researcher music be recognized 
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by the other participants as part of the nexus of practice” (p. 14).  
Kawullch (2005) provided an excellent description for defining the role of 
participant as observer: 
In the participant as observer stance, the researcher is a member of the group 
being studied, and the group is aware of the research activity. In this stance, the 
researcher is a participant in the group who is observing others and who is 
interested more in observing than in participating, as his/her participation is a 
given, since he/she is a member of the group. (p. 7) 
Unluer (2012) stated that researchers (who are participant observers) are engaging 
in insider research. Dwyer (2009) defined insider research as “researchers [who] conduct 
research with populations of which they are also members so that the researcher shares an 
identity, language, and experiential base with the study participants” (p. 58). Bonner and 
Tolhurst (2002) noted that there are three advantages of conducting research as an 
insider. First, insider researchers tend to have a better understanding of the culture that is 
being studied. Next, by identifying as a participant, insider researchers are accepted by 
other participants as seeking and telling the truth of the culture. Lastly, by identifying as 
an insider, social interaction among participants is not altered or unnatural.  
Alternatively, there may be drawbacks to conducting insider research. Unluer 
(2012) stated that insider researchers may be subject to loss of objectivity by 
“unconsciously making wrong assumptions about the research process based on the 
researcher’s prior knowledge” (p. 1). Additionally, insider researchers may experience 
role duality and struggle to balance their insider and researcher roles (Dwyer, 2009; 
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DeLyser, 2001; Gerrish, 1997). All of the participants in the present study were actively 
enrolled in the orchestra program in which I was the teacher. Moreover, I had been the 
teacher of all of the girls in this study for at least one year prior to the start of this study; 
and in many instances, as long as three years. Thus, it was clear that I was conducting 
insider research and therefore, I was careful to not make assumptions regarding data 
collected during the study based on my prior relationship with each participant.  
Researcher bias and perspective. Qualitative researchers carry with them 
potential biases throughout their research (Yin, 2014). As I planned this study, I was 
optimistic and hopeful that this descriptive study of small group composition research 
would reveal positive educational outcomes for the participants. Thus, I was careful not 
to interpret data in ways that reinforced my initial biases. By acknowledging the potential 
for researcher bias from the onset, this allowed me to be diligent in my efforts to avoid 
corrupting data or results in this study. I achieved this by utilizing a coding system 
developed by Miell and MacDonald (2000) that facilitated documentation of the musical 
and verbal interactions that students engaged in. Furthermore, as described below, I 
invited each participant to review all pertinent transcripts to check for accuracy.  
Trustworthiness. This section describes safeguards there were employed 
throughout the study to ensure the validity of data collection procedures, analysis, and 
conclusions. According to Creswell & Miller (2000), there are eight validation strategies 
that researchers can use to increase the validity of their study: prolonged engagement and 
persistent observation in the field, triangulation, peer review, negative case analysis, 
clarifying, member checks, thick description, and external audits. Creswell recommends 
		
66 
that researchers incorporate at least two of the previously mentioned techniques. In this 
study, I utilized thick description, member checks, and triangulation.  
The first, thick description, refers to detailed descriptions of the participant’s 
environment, culture, and activities that enable readers to make decisions regarding 
transferability.  In this study, this was accomplished by conducting interviews with all 
participants regarding their previous musical experiences and what role music played in 
their home environment. Additionally, interviews and focus groups were conducted 
which allowed participants the opportunity to describe the group’s interactions, activities 
and processes in their own words. Glesne (2011) defined member checks as “sharing 
interview transcripts, analytical thoughts, and/or drafts of the final report with research 
participants to make sure you are representing them and their ideas accurately” (p. 49).  
The second, member checks, allow participants to express their views on the 
credibility of the findings and interpretations. Participants in this study were allowed to 
read and respond to preliminary analysis and descriptions of themes, as well as ensure 
that they were accurately portrayed. The third, triangulation, refers to the use of multiple 
data collection sources (Glesne, 2011). According to Creswell (2005) and Gorard and 
Taylor (2004), qualitative researchers should collect data from at least sources three 
different sources to triangulate, or enhance the accuracy of their study. In this study, I 
utilized several qualitative data sources such as observations, semi-structured interviews, 
focus groups, field notes, and artifacts in order to verify accuracy and to identify any 
discrepancies.  
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Relationship with students. The eight students who participated in the study 
were all students enrolled in orchestra classes that I taught. Additionally, two students 
were enrolled in an alternative non-classical string class I taught called Fusion Music. 
The length of time I served as their orchestra/fusion teacher varied from as little as three 
months to two years and three months. These classes averaged 50–65 students per class 
and typically consisted of a daily group rehearsal-teaching format. With that said, I knew 
the students in the context of a large instrumental ensemble setting. Prior to this study, I 
knew the musical abilities of each participant on their orchestral instrument since the 
students are seated in orchestra by individual abilities. However, I did not know that 
several of the students played multiple instruments nor did I have information on their 
prior experiences in composing music. Furthermore, I had never discussed musical 
influences, family musical life, or musical preferences with any other the students prior to 
this study. Finally, I had never performed or created music with them since I acted 
strictly as a conductor and teacher in the orchestra setting.  
Because I was their orchestra teacher, I took steps to reduce bias on my part. First, 
this study was conducted exclusively outside of the regular school day and was not 
discussed at any point during school. Additionally, I assigned my co-teaching assistant to 
assume all grading responsibilities during the time span that this study was conducted. 
Therefore, none of the students in this study received any grades from me and were 
further assured that participating in this study had no impact on regular orchestra classes.  
Researcher background. My experience as a music composition teacher can be 
traced to my youth growing up in the rural Mississippi Delta. I grew up in one of the 
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poorest areas of America in financial terms, yet one of the richest in the world in terms of 
music. W. C. Handy first heard the blues at a train station in a small town of Tutwiler and 
those tracks ran behind the small house where I grew up. B.B. King was raised a few 
miles from my home, Elvis Presley was raised an hour up the road, while Robert 
Johnson, Mississippi John Hurt, and countless other blues greats lived their lives and 
made their music within the same county in which I was raised.  
By the 6th grade, I played percussion in the local school because only band was 
offered; however, my heart was in string music. I began writing poetry and learning 
guitar at the age of 10. I was self-taught because my family could not afford music 
lessons. I spent countless hours listening to the radio and learning how to play music 
strictly by ear. It was only a matter of time until I began combining my poetry with my 
love of music and starting creating my own songs. By the time I was 15, I played in 
several bands ranging from blues, southern gospel, rock and country. I gained an 
immense appreciation for diverse styles of music genres and absorbed many of their traits 
into my own music.  
I began branching out to other stringed instruments once I began college at a 
small historically black university located minutes from my home, Mississippi Valley 
State University. Here I began playing double bass and studying classical music and 
written music for the first time in my life. I developed a special relationship with my 
principal professor, Dr. London Branch. He was a professor at Jackson State University 
and would drive two hours each way to teach me bass. It was only natural that after 
graduation at MVSU, I enrolled at Jackson State University to continue my jazz studies 
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with Dr. Branch. While at JSU I began learning the violin, cello, and bass. Outside of 
school I was branching out to mandolin and banjo, thus a life-long dream of playing 
stringed instruments was realized.  
I began recording my own music in a home studio I built in my early twenties. 
Spurred on by composition classes I had taken in college, I began composing quartets 
using non-traditional string ensembles. This carried over into my teaching career as I 
began composing music for string ensembles that I was teaching. After 15 years of public 
school teaching at every level in Mississippi and Tennessee, I continued to write music 
for personal fulfillment as well as for my students to perform.  
All of my previous personal experiences with music shaped how I respond to, 
interact with, and taught music and thereby formed my historical body. My experiences 
growing up in a diverse musical community emphasize the importance of how music is 
socially learned and is relevant to a student’s life outside of school. In the same way, each 
girl in the present study possessed a historical body that was shaped by previous musical 
experiences. I sought to investigate the historical body of each girl and describe how it 
shaped her interactions with her peers as they worked together to compose music.   
Data collection. This section outlines the collection tools that were used to gather 
data in this study. Qualitative researchers frequently implement the following data 
collection techniques in their studies: interviews, focus groups, direct observations, 
participant observations, field notes, collection of artifacts, and archival records (Yin, 
1994; Creswell, 2005). The resulting data may be manifested in the form of video/audio 
recordings, text, photos, or journals. I conducted this study over an eight-week period, 
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and during this time, participants met twice a week for 45 minutes working 
collaboratively in co-creating music. Data was collected through observations, individual 
interviews, focus group interviews, field notes, and collection of artifacts. In the 
following paragraphs, I elaborate on why each type of data collection technique is 
important for the study. The following table provides an overview of data sources and 
timeframe that data were collected. 
Table 3.1 Data Sources 
Participant Recruitment 
(September 1, 2016 – October 1, 2016) 
Student recruitment letters distributed to 
160 high school orchestra students. 
Parent/Student consent/assent forms 
collected.  
Initial Individual Interviews (30 min) 
(October 21, 2016 – September 12, 2016) 
This interview collected data on the 
musical background of each participant.  
First Focus Group (45 min) 
(September 27, 2016) 
This initial focus group collected data 
regarding the collaborative environment 
and roles within the group.  
Second Focus Group (30 min) 
(November 3, 2016) 
This follow-up focus group generated 
additional data regarding the collaborative 
processes and roles students adopted.  
Sessions 1–10 (45 min each) 
(September 13, 2016 – November 3, 2016 
Participants worked collaboratively to 
create an arrangement of Twinkle, 
Twinkle, Little Star and three original 
compositions. Data are: video, audio, 
musical sketch artifacts, and field notes. 
Second Individual Interviews (15 min) 
(November 4, 2016) 
This exit interview clarified reflective 
data. 
 
Semi-structured interviews. The use of semi-structured interviews is beneficial 
because it offers flexibility for the researcher in approaching each participant while still 
engaging the same areas of data collection (Noor, 2008). Additionally, semi-structured 
interviews “allow the interviewees a degree of freedom to explain their thoughts and to 
highlight areas of particular interest and expertise that they felt they have had, as well as 
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to enable certain responses to be questioned in greater depth” (Horton, Macve, & 
Struyven, 2004, p. 340). This study included four semi-structured interviews that were 
guided by specific research themes. Of the four interviews, two were individual 
interviews and two were focus groups with all eight girls. Each interview lasted 
approximately 30 minutes and were recorded.  
Nexus analysis researchers must understand how the interaction order, historical 
body, and discourses in place converge to create social action, or what Gee and Green 
(1998) termed discourse. Each interview in this study was conducted based on the 
aforementioned premise. In the initial interview, the purpose was to gain insight into each 
participant’s musical background. Scollon and Saint George (2011) stated that the first 
step in conducting a nexus analysis study is to “enter the nexus of practice” (p. 16) by 
examining the historical body of the groups members. Furthermore, Glesne (2011) noted, 
“experience/behavior questions are generally the easiest ones for a respondent to answer 
and are good places to begin to get the interviewee talking comfortably” (p. 106). In the 
second interview, I investigated how each participant described her role in the musical 
group and the processes that were used within the group such as instrument 
assignment/choice, seating arrangements, verbal and non-verbal cues, and how each 
session began and ended. The topic in both focus groups concentrated on interpersonal 
relationships and the participation structure within the group collaboration.  
Observations. Marshall & Rossman (1995) defined observation as “the 
systematic description of events, behaviors, and artifacts in the social setting chosen for 
study” (p. 79). According to Glesne (2011), “the main outcome of participant observation 
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is to better understand the research setting, its participants, and their behavior” (p. 66). 
Additionally, participant observation allows researchers to capture “nonverbal expression 
of feelings, determine who interacts with whom, grasp how participants communicate 
with each other, and check for how much time is spent on various activities” (Kawullch, 
2005, p. 5). There are three different basic approaches to participant observation: 
descriptive, focused, and selective observation (Werner & Schoepfle, 1987). In 
descriptive observations, a researcher should assume that he or she knows nothing about 
what is being studied and that the data may lead to a collection of insignificant details 
that may or may not be relevant. Focused observations are supported by interviews that 
provide insights that guide the researchers’ decisions about what to observe. Selective 
observation refers to when a researcher focuses on different types of activities to examine 
differences. In the current study I incorporated focused observations, along with 
interviews, field notes, and artifacts.  
The study consisted of ten observations over the span of an eight-week time 
frame. All observations in the study took place in the orchestra room at the high school. 
The orchestra room was a natural setting for the research since all participants in the 
study regularly attended classes in this room and were familiar with its location and 
surroundings. Each observation was recorded with a Nikon D3300 1080p high-resolution 
digital camera equipped with a Zoom H6 digital audio recorder. Next, all recordings were 
processed using Pro Tools 10.4 and Final Cut Pro 10. All recordings were stored by on 
the hard drive of an iMac computer and externally on a Glyph Production Technologies 
hard drive. The end result was crystal clear video and audio recordings that captured the 
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most intimate details that might have been missed using less technological methods.   
Field notes. According to Wolfinger (2002), “three practical considerations often 
shape the course of note-taking” (p. 87). First, the ability to take notes, or sketches, while 
in the field is an important ethnographic tool in that a researcher builds an outline from 
these sketches at the end of the day to expand upon. Next, “the focus of an ethnographic 
investigation typically narrows over time” (p. 87). The ability to take notes in the moment 
observations are taking place has a direct impact on what field notes a researcher is likely 
to describe. Third, the intended audience for the report may influence the researchers 
note-taking. Glesne (2011) described the importance of taking field notes: 
The field notebook or field log is the primary recording tool of the qualitative 
researcher. It becomes filled with descriptions of people, places, events, activities, 
and conversations; and it becomes a place for ideas, reflections, hunches, and 
notes about patterns that seem to be emerging. It also becomes a place for 
exploring the researcher’s personal reactions. (p. 71) 
Lofland and Lofland (1995) stated that there are three basic types of field notes: 
complete record field notes, jotted sketches, and mental field notes. Complete record field 
notes are written consecutively from the beginning to the end of the day, presenting a 
chronological record of the events of the day. Jotted sketches consist of key phrases or 
terms that can be unpacked at a later, more convenient time while mental notes are taken 
of key events that occur when it is not practical to take written notes. This study included 
each type of field notes as described by Lofland and Lofland.  
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Artifacts. Yin (1994) described a physical or cultural artifact as “a technological 
device, a tool or instrument, a work of art, or some other physical evidence” (p. 96). 
Glesne (2011) noted that these artifacts “represent the culture of the people and setting 
you are studying” (p. 88). This study consisted of artifact collection in the forms of sheet 
music, chord charts, and notes generated by students. Additionally, because I recorded all 
observations, it was possible to extract and study the evolution of the composition from 
the beginning idea to the finished product.  
Organizing and managing data. I recorded all sessions and focus groups with a 
Nikon D5300 DSLR camera combined with a Zoom H6 recorder that resulted in high 
quality video and crystal clear audio that facilitated accuracy in transcription. At the 
conclusion of each session or focus group, I downloaded the video/audio onto Dropbox 
and to an external hard drive that was password protected to ensure the security of the 
data. I transcribed the data using Microsoft Word and then the data was imported into 
NVivo qualitative data analysis software.   
All interviews were recorded on a MacBook Pro using Audacity recording 
software and stored on Dropbox and a password protected external hard drive. Once 
again, I transcribed the data using Microsoft Word and then imported it into NVivo. The 
initial interview questions were designed to elicit responses pertaining to each 
participant’s musical background and experiences.  All follow-up interviews were 
recorded and processed in the same manner, with the exception that the interview 
questions pertained to the interactions that occurred in the group sessions (see Appendix 
A, Individual Interview Protocol).  
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Data coding. Once I collected all data via group sessions, focus groups and 
individual interviews, I coded all the data using a coding system developed by Miell and 
MacDonald (2000 and 2002). This coding system was developed to analyze how students 
who are engaged in collaborative musical activities intertwine both verbal and musical 
language while communicating with one another. As documented by Miell and 
MacDonald’s research, students may respond to verbal questions with musical motifs or 
vice-versa. Additionally, the coding system assists the researcher in documenting how 
students propose musical ideas, disagree or agree with previous verbal or musical 
statements, as well as tracking the development of musical motifs.  
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CHAPTER 4  
 THE SPICE CLOWNS 
The purpose of Chapter 4 is to examine the salient aspects of the interactions of 
the group that occurred during their collaborative sessions. Chapter 4 begins with an 
overview of community and educational setting of the students in this study as well as an 
introduction of each member of the group. Next, I document each participant’s 
relationship as it existed prior to the start of this study. Finally, this chapter concludes 
with the presentation, interpretation, and analysis of the group’s interactions while 
collaboratively creating music.  
A Changing Community 
The students in this study are from a community with an important, albeit brief 
history. The community was originally a top-secret government research facility that was 
formed in the early 1940s as part of the Manhattan Project and it was here that the atomic 
bomb was developed that ended WWII. At its peak, the secret city was home to 75,000 
scientists, engineers, and others whose only job was in the development of the bomb. 
After the war ended, the fences surrounding the government facility were removed and 
people were allowed to move in and out of the newly formed city. However, the 
overwhelming majority of government workers stayed, and the city once boasted the 
highest number of PhDs in the world. The school system that was built was one of the 
finest in America. Teachers were recruited from across the nation to teach and were paid 
the highest teacher salaries in America.  
As the ensuing decades passed, the percentage of the original members of this 
community has greatly decreased. The primary reason that is contributing to the quickly 
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changing demographics of the community is the quality of available housing. The 
original government housing built by the military was only designed to last for 25 years. 
Thus, now the original housing is 65 years old and is now mostly rental property. The 
houses were built completely out of concrete and asbestos and the cost to rebuild them 
was very expensive. There was no room for the city to expand, as the U.S. Department of 
Energy owned all of the land surrounding this small city with a population of 30,000.  
Socioeconomic diversity was a new phenomenon in the school district over the 
past 20 years. 50% of the high school enrollment qualified for free or reduced lunch. 
Although there was still a considerable amount of students with high SES, they were now 
a shrinking minority. The reduction in financial support from the community presented 
numerous challenges in academic areas, including the orchestra program. The orchestra 
program had consistently participated in national orchestra competitions, all-state, and 
regional competitions since the school’s inception, yet with shrinking funding, it was 
becoming increasingly more difficult to provide extra-curriculum benefits that had 
previously been a hallmark of the program. While the enrollment of the orchestra 
program remained high, the overwhelming majority of the students could not afford 
private lessons as in decades past.  
The majority of the students in this study began their orchestra studies in the 4th 
grade, as all students were required to take orchestra in their final year of elementary 
school. Band was introduced in 5th grade, and both orchestra and band were optional for 
the remainder of middle and high school. The orchestra students received five day a week 
orchestra instruction from grades 5–12 during the regular school day. Thus, by the time 
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students reached high school, they had received a quality foundation in the study of 
fundamentals of orchestral age-appropriate literature and string playing.  
Students who participated in the Fusion Music after-school class did so on a 
voluntary basis. Students demonstrated a love for music and embrace the opportunity to 
work in small groups studying and creating non-classical music. Students also embraced 
the opportunities to perform on guitar, banjo, or mandolin as a secondary instrument as 
they were not afforded these opportunities during regular orchestra classes. Occasionally, 
students would include electric bass, percussion, or piano in their compositions. Each 
composition that the students created was performed for other students in the class at the 
conclusion of each project. Students were encouraged to provide feedback on their 
musical decisions, interpretations, and interactions. Students were allowed to group 
themselves as well as participating in teacher-assigned groups.  
Introducing the Spice Clowns 
The eight girls in this study participated in an individual semi-structured interview 
that provided information on their musical backgrounds (historical body). Next, the girls 
participated in two group sessions that provided training in basic concepts in creating 
music. Finally, they worked together during nine music-making sessions. The results of 
the individual interviews are presented below. For the purposes of this study, each girl 
was assigned a pseudonym for identification purposes. Moreover, girls adopted the 
group’s name during a collaborative session on October 29, 2016 as the members were 
discussing a recent news event regarding people dressing as clowns and trying to lure 
people in the woods. The local news broadcast several reports regarding people dressing 
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as clowns, and as a result, the local community banned clown costumes on Halloween 
2016 in the girl’s community. 
The average age of The Spice Clowns members was just under 16 years old (Table 
4.1).  
Table 4.1 
The Spice Clowns 
Name: Malchavich CJ Parker Margarita Harley Suzanne Carla Jaimie 
Age: 17 17 17 15 16 16 14 15 
Primary 
Instrument Violin Viola Violin Violin Violin Violin Viola Violin 
Secondary 
Instrument Mandolin Bass None None None None None Piano 
Years of 
Playing 
Music 
9 8 10 7 8 10 6 10 
Years in 
Orchestra 8 8 9 6 8 8 6 6 
Years of 
Private 
Music 
Lessons 
0 0 0 0 0 1 (violin) 0 10 (Piano) 
Composition 
Experience 1 year None 1.5 years Minimal None Minimal Minimal Minimal 
 
Each participant had played a musical instrument for an average of eight and a half years. 
All of the members in the group participated in orchestra ensembles for at least six years, 
with Parker having the most experience with nine years in orchestra. Six of the eight 
members of The Spice Clowns never had individual private lessons. The only exceptions 
were Suzanne, who had one year of violin lessons, and Jaimie, who had ten years of 
piano lessons. Every member in the group identified the instrument that they played in 
regular orchestra classes as their primary instrument. Jaimie, CJ, and Malchavich were 
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the only members who played a secondary instrument. However, Malchavich was the 
only member who played a secondary instrument (mandolin) during the study.  
Suzanne and Malchavich were the only participants who had previously 
participated in a musical group outside of orchestra. Both girls stated in their initial 
interview that they frequently played in a community Irish fiddle group. Regarding 
composition experience, Malchavich and Parker were the only group members who had 
previously written their own music. Malchavich described her music as typically being 
heavily influenced by comedians whom she listens to, and that most of her ideas “pop in 
my head and I have to write down the chords or notes as quickly as possible” 
(Malchavich, personal communication, September 13, 2016). Parker had created several 
orchestra arrangements of alternative and rock music. All of the other members of The 
Spice Clowns either had minimal or no composition experience.  
Scollon and Scollon (2004) noted that “different people play the same role 
differently depending on their history of personal experience” (p. 13). Moreover, nexus 
analysis researchers stated that a person’s historical body directly influenced what role a 
person might adopt. In the following sections, I provided short biographies of each 
student in order to provide the reader more insight into each student’s personal 
background.  
Carla 
Carla was a freshman in the orchestra program. She had a friendly smile and was 
very courteous to everyone. She frequently dressed with t-shirts promoting the game, 
Mindcraft. Her demeanor in orchestra class was very quiet and she was very reluctant to 
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play her instrument by herself in the company of others, yet she loved to play with others. 
Outside of class, she was very outgoing with her circle of close friends. Her sister and 
mother inspired her to join orchestra. “My sister joined orchestra, I’m not sure what grade 
she was in but she started playing orchestra. I was really kind of fascinated by her viola 
[and my mom said] yeah, go ahead and do the orchestra thing, it’s going to be cool” 
(Carla, personal communication, September 13, 2016). 
Harley 
Harley was a junior and plays violin in the orchestra program. She was very witty 
and frequently used her wit to make others laugh. She had a soft smile and was quick 
with a musical joke that only those who know her would catch. “I think when I was 
around five I realized that I wanted to learn how to play the violin. I would hear my mom 
in her bedroom playing the violin” (Harley, personal communication, November 2, 
2016). According to Harley, she was considerate and compassionate of other people’s 
feelings and often suppressed her own ideas to promote those of her friends when she 
worked on group projects. 
Margarita 
Margarita was a freshman violinist who loved every song by Green Day. “I like to 
learn to play their songs by ear in the violin” (Margarita, personal communication, 
September 13, 2016). She wore their t-shirt every opportunity that she had. She stated 
that she despised kids who wore rock t-shirts such as Guns N Roses, but they didn’t listen 
to their music or know the history of the band. She was not into trends or people who 
were. She was openly lesbian and came from a single parent home. According to 
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Margarita, her relationship with her mother was strained, at times, because of Margarita’s 
sexuality. She was very quiet in social settings when there were people present that she 
didn’t know. However, she was very open around her friends and teachers whom she 
trusted.  
CJ 
CJ was a junior who played the viola and the bass in orchestra. She had a 
contagious smile and loved helping people and volunteering in the community. CJ was 
very active in her church, attending every service. Last summer, she helped build a 
school in Guatemala for impoverished children. She already had plans for working in the 
ministry in Jordan the summer of 2017. She didn’t outwardly promote her Christianity at 
school; however, her life was devoted to it in her personal life. Musically, her family 
didn’t play any instruments and her decision to play a stringed instrument was originally 
decided on a whim in fourth grade. “I just saw an extracurricular activity. My dad taught 
at middle school and he told me I would have to choose between chorus, band, and 
strings. I was like, I’m not singing, I’m not doing anything band related, so I stuck with 
strings” (CJ, personal communication, November 7, 2016). 
Jaimie 
Jaimie was a freshman violinist who loved music because of her dad. She was 
highly motivated and intelligent young lady. On most days, she wore a flannel shirt and 
presented herself confidently, frequently taking up leadership roles in school activities 
such as TV broadcasting and student committees. The first time I met her she proudly 
told me about her father’s YouTube music channel with original progressive rock music. 
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At her father’s request, she began taking piano lessons at the age of five. Jaimie 
explained her initial reason for playing a stringed instrument: “I wanted to get to the point 
where I could help my dad write his albums” (Jaimie, personal communication, 
September 14, 2016).   
Parker 
Parker was a soft-spoken senior violinist who frequently started her sentences 
with ‘dude’ or ‘yo.’ She was taking two orchestra classes during the year of this study 
because she had an extra elective course in her schedule. Music was therapy for Parker. 
She struggled with bouts of self-doubt and panic attacks. According to Parker, she 
attributed her struggles to the fact that she came from a single-parent home and she 
summarized her relationship with her mother as being “complicated.” When I met Parker 
the first thing I noticed were the intricate paintings on her fingernails. She spent hours 
each week painting art on her nails. I found it so unique that she was contemplating 
pursuing a career in nails. She loved alternative rock music and according to Parker, “I 
really started getting into music when I learned about the band Five Finger Death Punch” 
(Parker, personal communication, September 14, 2016). 
Suzanne 
Suzanne was a junior violinist whose dad was a make-up artist for the local opera 
company. Suzanne frequently worked with him and selected wigs for the productions. 
Her family was very supportive of her musical aspirations. Suzanne explained, “I always 
wanted to play a musical instrument because my mom sings and my dad can play five 
different instruments. I come from a very musical family and I just wanted to be a part of 
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that” (Suzanne, personal communication, September 14, 2016).  
Malchavich 
Malchavich was a junior violinist with a turbulent family life. She lived part-time 
with her grandmother and her father since her mother committed suicide two years ago. 
Financially, her family struggled most of the time. According to Malchavich, they greatly 
depended on assistance from the church that they attended. Despite her home 
environment, or maybe because of it, Malchavich was very active as a volunteer in the 
community. She served as a volunteer on the county substance abuse awareness 
committee and was also a member of the schools Youth for Christ organization. She was 
very friendly and had a close inner-circle of friends who knew her best. Her father was 
her motivation for playing music: 
Well my dad has been a musician for my whole life. I used to travel with him to 
shows and sing on stage. Used to do music festivals and play in bars so my whole 
life I wanted to be a musician but I was like - told that I couldn’t sing so I was like 
- awww, I’m not gonna be a musician. And I couldn’t keep time or anything. The 
opportunity to do 4th grade orchestra came up and honestly, my dad forced me 
into it because I wanted to be a musician. I wanted to pick bass originally because 
he played bass too, but he made me pick violin. But that was a good decision 
honestly. It was him fixing stupid 4th grade Malchavich. 
(Malchavich, personal communication, September 13, 2016) 
 
Musically, she loved to play the violin and mandolin and wrote comedy music that made 
her friends laugh.  
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Mapping The Historical Body 
While the data above presented an overview of the general musical experience of 
each participant, the purpose of several questions in the initial interview were to elicit the 
musical influences of each participant. Students were asked to (a) describe their musical 
influences; and (b) describe their musical life with their family. The following section 
presents an overview of their responses.   
Musical Genres, Artists, and Composers 
While each participant indicated that they had specific artists and genres that were 
their favorites, several genres emerged as prominent influences for these orchestra 
students. Rock music was cited by seven of the 12 participants as being influential in both 
their listening and playing habits. Artists mentioned were Jimi Hendrix, Guns N Roses, 
Nirvana, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Queen, Green Day, Lincoln Park, and 5 Finger Death 
Punch. Fiddle music, particularly Irish fiddle music, was cited by three participants as 
being influential to them. Harley stated that classical music composers such as Mozart, 
Beethoven and Vivaldi was important to her. She also indicated that classically-trained 
crossover violinist Lindsey Sterling was her favorite artist. Finally, Malchavich and 
Jaimie indicated that church hymns were influential to them.  
Family Musical Life 
MacDonald, Hargreaves & Miell (2002) noted that a “child’s musical identity is 
shaped primarily by the responses and values given by his/her immediate family” (p. 76). 
Seven of the eight girls in this study expressed that their family and friends motivated 
them to initially play a musical instrument and to continue playing a musical instrument. 
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Parents were the most frequently cited factor for each student choosing to play a musical 
instrument, with all eight participants citing either their mother or father as their primary 
motivation for playing a musical instrument. Five students indicated that they wanted to 
play a musical instrument because their mother or father played an instrument at home. 
Two students stated that a older sibling played a musical instrument at home and 
motivated them to play a stringed instrument.  
Relationships Between The Group Members 
The role of friendship has been studied in previous sociocultural music education 
studies (MacDonald & Miell, 2000; MacDonald, Miell, & Mitchell, 2002). Data from 
these studies indicated that students who were friends prior to participating in 
collaborative music-making experienced a higher-level of cooperation and were more 
successful in producing musical products. In the present study I investigated how social 
action impacted the compositional processes that were involved in musical co-creation of 
high school orchestra students. Therefore, it was necessary to identify existing 
relationships the participants had prior to the start of this study.  
Malchavich and Suzanne were close friends prior to the start of this study. They 
both attended church together and frequently spent time together during non-school 
activities. The girls stated that they had went to movies together, spent the night at each 
others home, and played music together outside of regular school orchestra classes. They 
also reported texting each other on a daily basis. Malchavich and CJ were also close 
friends prior to this research project. They reported attending church together, texting 
each other, and attending some of the same events outside of school.  
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Harley and Parker were stand partners in Fusion Music and developed a 
friendship prior to the start of this study. They did not report an extensive relationship 
outside of school, but it was clear that they viewed each other as friends. Harley and 
Malchavich shared a similar relationship during school, but not out of school.  
Jaimie and Margarita knew each other from middle school orchestra and freshman 
orchestra classes but viewed their relationship as friends. Carla had no prior relationship 
with any of the students in this study. Figure 4.1 illustrates participant friendships as they 
existed before the start of this study.  
           
Figure 4.1. Friendships between participants prior to the study. 
 
The previous section provided detailed information on each participant in The 
Spice Clowns group. Additionally, personal friendships that existed before the start of 
this study were examined and presented. Together, this information provides an up-close 
look at the group dynamics and relationships in this all-female group.  
 
Malchavich	
Harley	 Parker	
CJ	
Suzanne	 Jaimie	Margarita	
Carla	
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Establishing a Zone of Identification 
It was September 13, 2016 and orchestra students were hanging out in the 
orchestra room having snacks, chatting, and playing music before the first session began. 
The room was very large at 45’ x 45’ with 20’ ceilings. It was built seven years ago for 
the orchestra and was complete with recording and other technical capabilities. Trophies 
lined the entire back wall from national competitions the orchestra had competed in the 
past. 18 cellos, sitting on multiple racks, lined an entire wall, 20 basses lined another 
wall. Over the years, the room had become a preferred place for orchestra students to 
hang out before and after-school.  
According to Lane (2014), the first step in conducting a nexus analysis study is 
for the researcher to enter into a zone of identification with the participants. That is, the 
researcher must establish an accepted role as a participant in the study (Scollon & 
Scollon, 2004). I called the group to order and kids quickly moved chairs in the room to 
form a big circle with everyone facing one-another. Students were sitting randomly with 
no regard for what instrument they were playing. Already, this was a break from the 
typical instrumental ensemble rehearsal-type set-up with everyone normally sitting in 
rows, assigned by instrument. I was sitting in the circle with the students with an electric 
guitar. My primary instrument is double-bass, so the students were buzzing about me 
having a guitar since I didn’t typically play it in orchestra classes. Others were also 
playing non-orchestral instruments as well. Malchavich, who normally plays violin, was 
strumming a mandolin. CJ left her viola at home in favor of the double-bass. Jaimie, 
Suzanne, Carla, Margarita, Harley, and Parker were playing their regular orchestra 
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instruments.  
I began the session by thanking the students for participating and then I reminded 
them that the study would consist of two initial group sessions where we would practice 
creating and playing music together. I also told them that they could play whatever 
instrument they want, and that the objective of the group was to create an original 
composition. Next, I told them that there were no rules about what they create, and that I 
had purposely left the instructions as broad as possible to allow them freedom to compose 
as they chose. Finally, I told them that I would work with the group during the first two 
session and in the third session I would allow their group to practice crafting their first 
composition by arranging a familiar melody that everyone had played in orchestra before 
(Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star). The rest of the sessions would be unstructured with the 
only instructions being to create a musical composition. At this point the girls discussed 
the parameters of the sessions amongst themselves to make sure everyone in the group 
understood the instructions I had provided.  
I decided that since all of the students in the study had previously been taught 
major and minor scales during their orchestra classes, I would structure the group 
sessions based on a scale that many of them were unfamiliar with. This was a deliberate 
effort to encourage the students to venture out of their comfort zones, that is, to embrace 
musical experimentation. Furthermore, the data obtained during the initial interviews 
indicated that rock music was the most influential genre of music for the participants. 
Thus, the group sessions focused on using the blues scale, specifically D minor blues 
scale in the first session and A minor blues scale during the second session.  
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With formalities out of the way, I played the D minor blues scale slowly several 
times on the guitar, with the students repeating it several times. This was done without 
the aid of sheet music; each student relied exclusively on their ears and input from each 
other to decipher the correct notes. After a few minutes all of the students had learned the 
scale so I proceeded to playing small motifs consisting of a few notes of the scale. The 
students and I engaged in a call and response type exchange with the students repeating 
each motif that I played. Slowly and gradually, I increased the rhythmic and melodic 
difficulty until I was satisfied that the students had mastered the scale. I asked CJ if she 
could play a bass-line based on the scale, so she did. Next, I used a metronome to play a 
drumbeat to go along with the bass line. I began to improvise a series of melodies on my 
guitar based off of the D minor blues scale and when I was finished, I explained to the 
students that one way to create a melody is to base it off of a scale.  
By now, CJ had refined a strong, supporting bass line, and Malchavich had joined 
in with a three-chord progression on her mandolin. I invited students to take turns at 
standing up and creating a melody while the rhythm section played. At first, some 
students were hesitant to play in front of one another, but before the first session was 
over, most of the group had taken a turn improvising a melody. Interestingly, each time a 
new student would take a turn playing, the melody became more complex as if they had 
built upon what was previously played by the person before them. The whole group 
supported one another by applauding and cheering each time a soloist finished. Indeed, 
there was a spirit of support and cooperation from the outset of the first session.  
During the first two sessions, these types of interactions became the norm as the 
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students and I engaged in call and response and improvisation exercises, each time I 
encouraged students to communicate with each other what they played as well as what 
they heard. Each of the first two sessions concluded with a piece that was created based 
on a blues scale, complete with a bass line, harmony, and melodic line. Thus, the purpose 
of the opening sessions was to teach the students some very basic skills on working 
together as a group.  
The literature on providing student training in collaborative learning suggested 
that students experienced increased self-esteem as a result of positive feedback and 
interactions with their peers (Goodrich, 2007). Additionally, research indicated that 
students who were trained with positive approval techniques, explanation and modeling 
strategies benefited in the areas of social behavior and increased academic ability 
(Alexander and Dorow, 1983; Darrow, Gibbs, and Wedel, 2005). My decision to provide 
basic instruction in composition strategies was based upon this research. I chose to keep 
the training simple and only focused on a few musical and social strategies. Musically, I 
taught the students strategies to create simple melodies based on scales and to create 
harmonies based on arpeggios, intervals of a third, and drones. Additionally, I interacted 
with the students by utilizing call and response activities. Socially, I encouraged the 
students to musically take the lead in improvising melodies. Each instance was met with 
positive approval techniques such as praise and applause.  
While it was not the purpose of this study to examine how the students would 
utilize these techniques in future sessions without the presence of a teacher, an analysis of 
the data revealed that the students used these techniques multiple times on their own 
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throughout the study. In each ensuing session, the girls always praised each other’s ideas 
and efforts. Additionally, the primary teaching technique in the group became call and 
response. Finally, the girls created a total of three original compositions and one 
arrangement. In every instance, the girls created harmonies based on intervals of a third. 
Multiple examples of these techniques are presented throughout this chapter.  
Session Three 
Session three marked the first time the girls worked collaboratively on their own. 
The objective for the third session was to create an arrangement of Twinkle, Twinkle, 
Little Star. This simple song was selected for several reasons.  First, every participant in 
this study indicated that it was one of the first melodies they learned on their primary 
instrument in beginning orchestra during 4th and 5th grade, so I knew it would be familiar 
to them. Additionally, data from the initial individual interviews indicated that the 
students frequently began the composition process with a familiar melody in mind. 
Finally, previous researchers noted that composers frequently use patterns from familiar 
melodies as starting points in music compositions (Wiggins, 2000).  
I created a simple arrangement of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star as an example for 
each group to analyze (Figure 4.2). This example utilizes the simple melody in violin 1, 
with a complementary melody in the violin 2 based on intervals of a third. The viola part 
is primarily a drone, while the bass line is comprised of broken arpeggios.  
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Figure 4.2. Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star example. 
Vying for leadership. The Spice Clowns group began their session by playing 
the melody from Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star in unison to make sure everyone 
remembered the melody. The following is an excerpt of the group dialog afterwards: 
1 Malchavich: Immediately, I want to raise it an octave. 
2 Suzanne: Yeah. Just to let you guys know, I do a lot of fiddly stuff and a 
lot of ornamentation.  
3 Malchavich: Should we do a fiddle twinkle, twinkle? 
4 Harley: What if we do a double-string so it sounds bag-pipey? [plays a 
sample] 
5 Margarita: That sounded really rad. [slight sarcasm] 
 
Each member of the group begins to practice playing the melody on two-strings.  
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6 Malchavich: What if we change the key? 
7 Suzanne: I’d say no because this is like super early on. I feel like that 
would just over-complicate things. Let’s not do that.  
8 Suzanne: I like the idea of double-strings. I like that a lot. [plays for 
group, Figure 4.3] 
 
Figure 4.3. Suzanne’s theme. 
 
9 Malchavich: I just raised it an octave, because I think we need to keep it simple. 
[plays for group, Figure 4.4] 
 
Figure 4.4. Malchavich’s theme. 
(September 22, 2016 Session) 
 
According to Berg (1997), “in addition to considering the words of individual 
speakers, a speaker’s statement can also be examined in relation to a preceding statement 
by another ensemble member” (p. 143). Suzanne had lobbied twice using musical and 
verbal communication for a fiddle-inspired version of the piece (lines 2 and 8). Suzanne 
and her father frequently participated in Irish fiddle music jam sessions. As I explain 
below, it was evident in this playing example and in her language, that her individual 
musical background was influencing her music-making thought processes. In analyzing 
the verbal exchange above, it was apparent from the first two statements made by 
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Malchavich and Suzanne that they were staking their claim to a leadership role. 
Malchavich’s idea was to raise the melody an octave (line 1) and instead of responding to 
Malchavich’s suggestion; Suzanne immediately advocated for a fiddle version (lines 2 
and 8). Malchavich made another suggestion to change the key (line 6) and Suzanne 
rejected that idea also (line 7), then quickly returned to promoting a fiddle inspired 
version. She even played her idea for the group. After Suzanne finished playing, 
Malchavich instantly shifted the conversation back to her idea and did not comment on 
Suzanne’s musical presentation. It was clear she did not want to play the fiddle version 
and returned to her original idea to raise the main melody an octave (line 9). 
At this point, Malchavich told the group members that they needed to vote for one 
of the two melodies presented. The group voted and decided to use Malchavich’s melody 
as the starting point for their arrangement. This exchange was very pivotal in the group 
because both Suzanne and Malchavich were attempting to establish themselves as leaders 
in the first moments of the first session of their group. In all ensuing sessions and 
interviews, all members identified Malchavich as the leader of the group.  
The selection of Malchavich as the group leader may have resulted for two 
reasons. First, she acted in a facilitator role from the onset, frequently guiding the 
conversation between the girls. Second, as I noted earlier in this chapter, she was friends 
with three of the other girls before the study began and these pre-existing relationships 
may have influenced her selection as group leader.  
The group’s final arrangement of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star was presented in 
Figure 4.5. The harmony part in violin 2 mirrors that of the example that I gave the group 
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in that it is an interval of a third below the melody. Harmony parts based on the interval 
of a third was a strategy that was discussed in the first two sessions of the study. 
However, it was interesting to wonder what the final version would have looked like if 
the group voted for Suzanne’s version. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.5. The Spice Clowns Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star arrangement. 
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Summary of Sessions One through Three 
 
The study began with eight girls and myself participating in two group sessions. 
Students were allowed to play any instrument of their liking and sit where they desired 
regardless of instrumentation. During these sessions, I entered a zone of identification 
with the students by teaching them two minor blues scales and using these scales as the 
basis to create chord progressions, harmonies, and melodies. During these interactions, I 
was accepted as a member of the group and frequently played in the background as 
students took the lead in dictating how chord progressions would flow, and assigning 
parts for each member to play. In addition, I encouraged the students to openly discuss 
what they heard or what they played. The students and I practiced rote learning through 
call and response exercises, as well as creating harmonies based on arpeggios, intervals 
of a third, and drones. These techniques were not presented as “the right way” to create 
music; rather, they were introduced as tools that the students could use.  
During the third session, the girls created an arrangement of a familiar melody 
that they all had previously learned. During this session, the melody provided a 
scaffolding of sorts to help the students as they worked independently as a group for the 
first time. Students began to adopt roles, confront conflict, implement rules, and openly 
work together despite their unique musical approaches. The next section includes the 
presentation, interpretation, and analysis of data for the group during the remaining 
sessions. 
The Interaction Order 
Blumenfeld et al., (1996) stated that “effective group work requires students to 
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share ideas, take risks, disagree with and listen to others, and generate and reconcile 
points of view” (p. 38). One prominent characteristic of this group was their struggle to 
find balance and clarity. Their interactions with each other were a model of rules and 
order intertwined with the constant battle to stay on topic. From the first moment of their 
first session, they sought to set an interaction order and assign roles. The majority of their 
sessions consisted of group negotiation of what each person would play followed by 
musical trials to see if it worked. This cycle repeated itself over and over throughout the 
sessions. The following vignette is from the September 22, 2016 session as the girls 
established an interaction order as their first order of business.
1 Jaimie: Alright, who’s gonna start this? 
2 Suzanne: Speaking from a little bit of experience, last year when I was 
in Fusion, we really didn’t have a system. It was a lot more - 
people just kind of did their own thing and when something 
sounded cool we said, “that sounds cool!” Lets do that! 
3 Malchavich: But also, if we tell you to stop, you stop! (laughs) 
4 Margarita: So are those the official rules that Mr. Phillips didn’t bother to 
tell us? 
5 Malchavich: No one wrote those, we did. 
6 Suzanne: There are no official rules. 
7 Jaimie: We should have some form of organization. 
8 Suzanne:  Well, once we actually get going and … 
9 Malchavich: We will be organized.  
10 Suzanne:  Yeah.  
11 Jaimie: Yeah, once we figure it out but I think first there should be 
very, very basic guidelines. 
12 Malchavich: Maybe we should just play the melody again? Lets play it 
again and then… 
13 Suzanne: Just to be clear, because there’s a ton of violins in here: Who’s 
going to play one and two? 
14 Jaimie: (raises hand to speak) I’ll play two. What about Carla? She’s 
a viola? 
15 Carla: Hello. (smiles) 
16 Suzanne: Maybe she should just play the melody? That’s all I got. 
17 Carla: Yeah! 
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18 Malchavich: Suzanne, count off. 
19 Suzanne: Ok, 1, 2, ready, go. (group plays) 
(September 22, 2016 session) 
 
This brief excerpt illustrated the early struggle for the establishment of rules and 
group norms. First, notice the words ‘rules, guidelines, and organization’ were used by 
the group members five times (lines 4, 6, 7, 9, and 11). A closer examination revealed 
that the driving voice for the establishment of order originated with Jaimie. Each time she 
spoke, she advocated for order within the group (lines 1, 7, and 11). Suzanne and 
Malchavich tried to assure her that rules would be established once the group “gets 
going.” Jaimie responded by being the first person within the group to physically provide 
an example of order within the group when she raised her hand before she spoke (line 
14). This was the first time anyone had done so.  
Previous to this moment, no one had risen their hand indicating that they would 
like to speak. To the contrary, the girls constantly interrupted each other by trying to 
finish each other’s sentences or stating their opinion. In analyzing this excerpt, it was 
notable that in many instances, student speakers did not address the preceding comment 
that was made before they began speaking. Of the 19 statements contained in the excerpt, 
five statements were not made in response to the previous comment (lines 3, 12, 13, 16, 
and 18). 
Students who were allowed to create their own group interaction rules are more 
successful in achieving the end goals of the group (Bullen, Moore & Trollope, 2002; 
Dawes & Sams, 2004). According to Dawes and Sams: 
If a group of people is to work well together, for example on resolving a dilemma 
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or solving a problem, the contributions of all participants must have the same 
status within the group. All must be aware that sharing their thoughts and 
knowledge is not just important but essential…. Discussions conducted along 
these lines are adhering to a set of ground rules which, as long as they are 
mutually understood and recognized, may never be made explicit (p. 5–6). 
The girls in this study sought to make the rules explicit from the onset. It was also clear 
that they valued the concept of equality within the group.  
Later in the September 22, 2016 session, the group spent several minutes 
proposing one idea after another and appeared stuck in the process, as musically they had 
stalled. What happened next is what the group began referring to as ‘The Circle.’  
20 Suzanne: So, do we want to just kind of do our own thing for a little bit? 
21 Malchavich: Yeah. 
22 Margarita: Yeah, why not. 
23 Malchavich: Let’s give - someone get out a timer. Let’s give ourselves five 
minutes to do our own thing.  
24 Harley: I think I left my phone back in the room. 
25 Jaimie: Yeah, I did too.  
26 Malchavich: I’ve got a phone. Let me turn it on. We’ll take five minutes of 
just experimenting and then we will go around in a circle 
while we share ideas – and - people will shut up when we 
share our ideas. Including me, because I am the most 
annoying.  
27 Suzanne: No plucking. 
28 Malchavich: Yeah. (Laughs) 
29 Suzanne: OK, Go! Just kind of doing our own thing. If you have an idea, 
figure it out.  
31  (group plays individually for five minutes until the phone timer 
goes off] Some are plucking, some are bowing, the room is 
alive with sound) 
32 Suzanne: Are we all satisfied?  
33 Malchavich: I’m satisfied. 
34 Suzanne:  Who wants to start? (no one volunteers) 
35 Suzanne: I’ll start. So you guys said you wanted to have a fiddle-bit, so 
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this is what I came up with. (plays)  
36  (group applauds) 
37 Malchavich: Alright, I’m next. (plays, Margarita sways back and forth with 
her hands in the air as Malchavich plays) 
38 Suzanne: I like that a lot. 
39  (group applauds) 
40 Malchavich: Alright, go around The Circle. 
41 Harley: So, I was also messing around and trying to put Jupiter in 
there. 
42 Malchavich: I love Jupiter! 
43  (Harley plays) 
44 Suzanne: Good swing. (group applauds) 
45 Malchavich: Next! What’s your name?  
46 Margarita: Margarita. 
47 Malchavich: I like your hair, Margarita. 
48 Margarita: OK, so now I feel really uncreative. I just messed around with 
the double strings idea. Some parts not doing double string, 
then starting.  
49 Malchavich: Do you want to play it for us? 
50 Margarita: (pauses) I mean why not! (plays) 
51  (Malchavich applauds by tapping her bow on the music stand) 
52 Malchavich: Alright, we need to keep going around The Circle. 
53 Jaimie: Well, I’m not going to play in front of you guys because I 
don’t like playing in front of people. I kept messing around 
with it. I guess I made it sound more like a hymn or a lullaby. 
54 Malchavich: Alright, next.  
55 Carla: I don’t have any set thing that I did.  
56 Malchavich: So, we’ve gone around The Circle and we’ve shared ideas. 
What is it that we want to do? Let’s vote. Raise your hand for 
my thing.  
57  (majority of group raises their hands) 
(September 22, 2016 session) 
The idea of ‘The Circle’ originated with Suzanne (line 20, 27, and 29) and 
Malchavich (line 26) and was embraced by the group members. It was a major step in 
establishing the interaction order within the group. This became the first step in the 
group’s process to creating music in every session that followed this one. The group 
would generate ideas individually, and then share them with one another in The Circle. 
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The group members discussed each idea and the group always voted to democratically 
select what they would work on during that particular session.  
The Circle embodied several rules and expectations within the group. First, no 
individual member was bigger than the collective members within the group. Second, 
The Circle represented a community culture and guided all decision-making. The Circle 
was established through a series of statements, each building off of a previous statement. 
For example, Suzanne proposed that the group practice individually (line 20). Margarita 
and Malchavich agreed with Suzanne in lines 21 and 22. Next, Malchavich made a 
transactive statement by extending Suzanne’s original idea (line 23) by setting a 
timeframe of five minutes for individually practice. Immediately, Suzanne proposed 
another rule by stating that no one was allowed to play their instruments while others 
were talking (line 27). Previously, there were many instances where Malchavich would 
strum her mandolin loudly while others were talking. However, Malchavich agreed that 
this was a good rule (line 28). Malchavich further refined The Circle by using her phone 
as a tool to set a timer, and proposed that the group would listen to each other play 
individually at the conclusion of the timer. She concluded by reiterating that no one was 
allowed to play an instrument while others were talking (line 26). Finally, Suzanne 
summarized the purpose of the individual time by imploring the group members to work 
on any ideas that they may have (line 29).  
Berg (1997) discussed the idea of “practicing alone” (p. 194) within a group 
ensemble in her research on two high-school chamber groups engaged in rehearsals. 
According to Berg, “much of practicing alone [is] social in nature. Ensemble members 
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play a passage and then ask others for feedback or give each other assistance” (p. 195). 
Indeed, the process of practicing alone in a social context coupled with feedback and 
support for other is Vygotskian in nature. Vygotsky (1978) stated:  
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the 
social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people 
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). (p. 57) 
In the present study, The Circle represented more than just practicing alone in the 
company of others, it represented the interaction order of the group. According to Scollon 
and Scollon (2004), the interaction order contends that there are invisible norms and 
rituals that facilitate social actors within the group.  
Another interesting aspect of The Circle was that it provided a voice and 
acceptance for the members within the group. Six of the eight members in the group 
never participated in private lessons. Additionally, Carla and Jaimie were the youngest in 
the group and seemed to be too shy to play in front of the group. The Circle provided an 
outlet for them to share their ideas without the pressure of publicly performing. For 
example, Jaimie commented, “well, I’m not going to play in front of you guys because I 
don’t like playing in front of people” (line 53). After she made this comment, she 
proceeded to verbally communicate to the group how her melody sounded like a hymn or 
lullaby. Suzanne expressed acceptance and support by her by saying, “that sounds cool!” 
Ironically, as the sessions progressed, Jaimie overcame her reluctance to play in front of 
others and frequently performed her ideas musically and verbally in later sessions. 
Consider this exchange between Malchavich and Jaimie: 
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Malchavich: I would say that Jaimie stepped up too and her voice was pretty - I 
wont say loud - but prevalent in the decisions that we made. 
Jaimie: You remember back to the first time we met, I was like ‘I’m not 
playing a solo, I’m not playing by myself at all!’ 
(November 3, 2016 focus group) 
Maslow (1943) stated in his hierarchy of needs theory that in order for humans to 
thrive, they must experience self-worth and a sense of belonging. At the beginning of the 
study, Jaimie refused to play in front of her peers, yet as the study progressed; her self-
confidence may have been bolstered because of the encouragement of the group members 
who continued to invite her to share her ideas. Karcher (2005) explained that when 
students feel connected with other group members, they develop increased affection for 
actively participating within the group. Thus, students were more apt to embrace risk-
taking. For Jaimie, the risk was the playing alone. As the sessions progressed and she 
became connected to the group, she seemed to gain self-confidence that allowed her to 
share her ideas by playing her instrument alone.   
Allsup (2003) stated, “when students are given space to explore freely, to work 
democratically, they often create a context about which they are familiar, conversant, or 
curious (p. 35). The Circle represented an emotional support system within the group. 
Each time a member proposed their idea musically, applause and positive comments 
always followed from the group. This may have fostered a sense of trust among group 
members and communicated that it was a safe place, free from ridicule, regardless of 
musical talent or experience. This was evident in their voting system. Even though 
Malchavich was viewed as the leader of the group, voting ensured everyone had a voice.  
Suzanne: We just kinda did our own thing and pulled off of our ideas. 
Afterwards, we went around in a circle and we were like, “Ok, what 
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did you come up with? Play it.” Then asked the next person the same 
thing, etc. We figured out what sounded cool. 
Malchavich: ‘Cause Democracy! 
Suzanne: Yeah! 
Margarita: America! 
(November 2, 2016 focus group) 
The Circle was relied on for more than just musical melodies. It was also used to 
decide the group name, the genres of music that they would play, and the names for each 
piece that the group created. In the excerpt below, as the group was struggling to decide 
on a musical style for their first composition, they engaged in one of the primary 
principles of the interaction order- democratic voting. 
58 Malchavich: I have a question: What are we going for? Are we going for 
medieval, gothic, Irish like we tried last week, what are we 
going for, family? If we know what we are going for, we can 
expand on it. We need to have an overall theme that we are 
going for.  
59 Suzanne: I like medieval. 
60 Harley: Yeah. 
61 Malchavich: I don’t, but I’ll go with it.  
62 Harley: Votes for medieval, raise your hand. 
63 Malchavich: I abstain, which means I will go with the majority. 
64 Margarita Same. 
65  (majority of the group votes for medieval) 
66 Malchavich: Medieval it is. 
(November 17, 2016) 
In line 58 Malchavich summarized the ideas that had been presented by the group 
members and reminded the group that once everyone agreed on a specific style of music, 
they could move forward. Although Suzanne usually voted for anything Irish-related, she 
signaled a compromise on her part by suggesting medieval (line 59). Malchavich and 
Margarita did not want to want to play a medieval piece; however, they followed 
Suzanne’s lead and proclaimed that they would yield to the will of The Circle and go 
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along with the majority vote (lines 61, 63, 64). Harley called for a vote, and the majority 
voted for a medieval piece. This moment was pivotal in the group since the major piece 
that the group created during the sessions was Medieval Carousel. The first step in 
creating that piece originated with the adoption of medieval as a style. At this point, the 
group had not generated any musical material, yet they had agreed on which direction the 
group would proceed. The group followed this excerpt by practicing alone within the 
ensemble for five minutes to brainstorm ideas for a medieval melody.  
The final example of The Circle presented here occurred at the end of the 
November 17, 2016 session. After all of the group members voted to use Parker’s melody 
at the theme, they decided to vote on a title for the composition that would become 
Medieval Carousel.  
67 Malchavich: We have to name it. Let’s call it ‘Parker’s Brain Cucumber.’ 
68 Jaimie: Uh, lets not. 
69 Suzanne: Lets not do that. 
70 Malchavich: All for “Parker’s Brain Cucumber” raise your hand. 
71  (no one raises hand) 
72 Malchavich: I got it! “Parker’s Medieval Brain Cucumber.” 
73 Suzanne: No! That doesn’t make it any better. 
74 Jaimie: It needs to sound sorta- I mean it’s a very nice melody. 
75 Margarita Call it “Nice Melody.” 
76  (Carla raises hand) 
77 Carla: Building on medieval idea, how about “Medieval Carousel?” 
78 Suzanne: I like that; I like that a lot.  
79 Malchavich: “Cucumber Medieval Carousel.” 
80  (group shouts no!) 
(November 17, 2016 session) 
 
In the excerpt above, members of the group overruled Malchavich’s power as 
leader of the group. She lobbied four times to include the word “cucumber” in the 
composition title (lines 67, 70, 72, and 79). Each time, the members rejected the idea 
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since they view it as a silly idea. According to Foucault: 
There are struggles which question the status of the individual: on the one hand, 
they assert the right to be different, and they underline everything which makes 
individuals truly individual. On the other hand, they attack everything which 
separates the individual, breaks his links with others, [and] splits up community 
life. (1982, p. 781) 
The interaction order of The Circle was on display throughout this excerpt. First, 
notice that Malchavich called for the democratic vote (line 70). Next, even as Malchavich 
continued to make silly statements, Carla reinforced the rules of the interaction order 
when she raised her hand to speak (line 77).  Carla’s simple act of raising her hand was a 
clear indication that she was still following the rules of the group’s interaction order by 
reminding the group that everyone must listen since she raised her hand and that they had 
already voted to adopt a “medieval idea.” Finally, the group rejected Malchavich’s 
cucumber suggestion one last time with a verbal vote of ‘no!’ 
Lane (2014) stated that social action is facilitated by a consistent set of social 
practices. The concept of The Circle as construed by the participants in this study 
therefore represented social action. The set of social practices, such as rules, individual 
playing, group sharing, and voting were socially mediated by each group member to 
establish the group’s compositional process. The Circle embodied the interaction order of 
this female group. The rules that they created (e.g., no playing while others are talking, 
allowing everyone a chance to share their verbal and musical input, providing support 
and positive encouragement) served as mediational means to foster social action. The 
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Circle represented the primary discourse within the group as all members yielded to the 
will of the majority on all issues.  
With the interaction order of the group identified, Scollon and Scollon (2004) 
state that the next step in nexus analysis research is to “map the cycles of the people, 
places, discourses, objects, and concepts which circulate through this micro-semiotic 
ecosystem” (p. 159). The remainder of this chapter is devoted to this process. I achieved 
this by mapping the roles and functions of each participant in the study, examining the 
use of transactive discourse and the use of musical instruments as mediational means, and 
the musical concepts that the girls frequently utilized in their musical compositions. 
Mapping the Roles of the Group Members 
Thus far, Malchavich had been identified as the leader of the group. Multiple 
times in interviews, focus groups, and in the sessions, members stated that she was the 
leader of the group. However, a closer examination of the data revealed that there were 
several roles that existed within the group. According to Suzanne, “it kind of turned into 
a little family thing and everybody had their own roles that they had developed” 
(Suzanne, personal communication, November 4, 2016). Additionally, members assumed 
multiple roles throughout this study, including Malchavich. This section identifies the 
roles that the girls assumed during this study.  
Collins, Brown, and Newman (1989) stated that it was common for a student to 
assume the role of a facilitator of couch in collaborative settings.  Blumenfeld et al., 
(1996) explained that “giving and seeking help that are central to learning in groups” (p. 
38).  Lazar (1993) noted that students frequently adopt the role of a teacher or tutor in 
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assisting other students learn concepts that they are struggling within the group. Kosak 
(2014) identified four types of roles in his research on collaborative music composition. 
The four roles were leader, follower, advocate, and attention-seeker. Finally, Berg (1997) 
and Zgorski (2005) explain that students engage in collaborative learning frequently 
engage in role exchange, that is, they may adopt different roles at different points of time. 
Green’s (2008) arguments concur with the notion that leadership within a group is not a 
static position occupied by a single person for an indefinite period of time. She explained, 
“such leadership may be a constant feature of that group’s interaction, resulting in a role 
that is always occupied by the same person or persons; or it may be a shared, informally 
rotating position, occupied for a few minutes by one person, then another” (p. 120). In the 
present study, students assumed the roles of leader, facilitator, tutor, advocate, and 
follower, as well as engaging in frequent role exchange. Table 4.2 presents an overview 
of the role(s) that each participant assumed. In the sections that follow, I elaborate on 
each of these roles. 
Table 4.2 
Participant roles that were assumed 
Malchavich Tutor Leader Advocate  
Suzanne Tutor Leader Advocate  
Harley Follower Leader Advocate  
Parker Follower Leader   
Margarita Follower Leader   
Jaimie Follower Leader Advocate Tutor 
CJ Follower    
Carla Follower    
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Jaimie as follower, advocate, tutor, and leader. Jaimie assumed three different 
roles as the study progressed. Initially, she did not offer much input musically or verbally 
because she was very reserved in nature and carefully observed what was going on in the 
group. She politely went along with the flow as a follower. Later, she adopted the role as 
an advocate, frequently working to keep the group on task, and supporting others ideas. 
Finally, she became one of the strongest guiding voices in all musical decisions within 
the group. Below I provide examples of Jaimie as follower, advocate, and leader. 
Jaimie as follower. When the study began, Jaimie was too shy to play in front of 
the group and frequently assumed the role of a follower. Below, I provide two examples 
of Jaimie assuming the role of a follower. In Example 4.0, the group has just finished 
allowing each other five minutes of individual practice time to brainstorm ideas. Now, 
they were going around The Circle playing and sharing their ideas with one another. 
Harley had just finished playing and the group asked Jaimie to play her idea.  
Example 4.1 
81 Jaimie: So, I wasn’t focused on creating a melody or anything but I like 
Harley’s melody. 
82  (the group continues to the next person) 
(September 30, 2016 session) 
In Example 4.1 the group requested to hear what Jaimie had been practicing for the past 
five minutes. However, Jaimie refused to play and instead shifted the conversation back 
to Harley by stating she liked Harley’s melody. She seemed content to just follow along 
with what the group decided to go. Example 4.2 was another instance where the group 
requests Jaimie’s input, yet she declined to actively participate. 
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Example 4.2 
83 Malchavich: Jaimie, what’s your idea? 
84 Jaimie: I’m feeling rather uncreative. I was just sort of messing around 
on the violin 2 part.  
(September 22, 2016) 
Here again, Jaimie declined to offer substantial input, instead she just went with the will 
of the group.  
Jaimie as advocate. Jaimie assumed the role as advocate many times during the 
study. She frequently was the voice to bring everyone back on topic if the group started 
drifting astray. Other times, she supported others ideas in an effort to encourage their 
participation. Kosak (2014) noted that “the support offered by an advocate allowed 
otherwise hesitant participants to have their voices heard” (p. 212) in his research on 
cultural influences and collaborative composition. Listed below are two examples of 
Jaimie adopting the role as an advocate. In Example 4.3, Margarita had just played a 
melody for the group that she was hoping everyone would accept. This was the first time 
Margarita had actively stepped forward to present an idea for the group to play. Jaimie 
seemed to recognize the magnitude of the moment and supported Margarita.  
Example 4.3 
85 Malchavich: Do we want to work of off what Margarita just played? 
86 Jaimie: I think it would be cool. 
87 Malchavich: Raise your hand if you want to do it. 
88  (majority of the group raises hand) 
89 Malchavich: You guys learn it, I don’t know what I’m going to do. 
90 Jaimie: (to Margarita) Do you want to do a call and response and 
teach us the melody? 
91 Margarita: So I play the first part and you all will play it back? 
 Jaimie: Yes. 
(October 25, 2016 session) 
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In Example 4.3 Jaimie was seen providing support for Margarita by stating that her idea 
“would be cool” and by encouraging Margarita to teach the group how to play the 
melody. Next, in Example 4.4, Jaimie was determined to keep the group on task since the 
last session wasn’t as productive as she would have liked. 
Example 4.4 
92 Jaimie: Alright, how are we going to start this? Let’s not have a repeat of last 
session. 
(September 22, 2106 session) 
This was one of many times in which Jaimie brought the group back on topic by 
reminding them of how not staying on topic has affected their quality of work in the past. 
Her advocacy clearly impacted the girl’s compositional process by helping them focus on 
the task at hand. 
Jamie as tutor. During the October 20, 2016 session, Jaimie took on the role of 
tutor as Harley struggled to play the melody for Medieval Carousel. Jaimie picked up her 
violin and began to slowly play along with Harley. As they played, Jaimie watched 
Harley’s fingers carefully as she played her violin. Jaimie quickly corrected Harley each 
time she played an incorrect note. It was clear that Harley could not remember the entire 
melody so Jaimie began to play short phrases for Harley in a call and response style. All 
of this occurred while the group was sitting in The Circle. Jaimie recognized that Harley 
needed more help, so she took her outside of The Circle and worked with her individually 
for the next seven minutes. When the girls returned to The Circle, Harley was able to play 
the melody from beginning to end. 
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Jaimie as leader. By the end of the study, Jaimie seemed to become more 
confident in playing alone in front of the group. She assumed the role of leader during the 
later sessions. In Example 4.5, the group was working on creating a harmony part for 
Medieval Carousel. In the excerpt below, the group had just finished tuning and 
Malchavich seemed to be struggling to find a harmony part that worked.  
Example 4.5 
93  (Malchavich is trying to create a harmony as Jaimie is 
playing the melody). 
94 Jaimie: No, we got to where we were a second- instead of a third 
away from each other- and it sounded kind of bizarre. I think 
instead of going a third down, you go a third up.  
95  (Jaimie and Malchavich practice the melody/harmony again) 
96 Jaimie: It’s exactly like Parker’s run, except it’s a third up. 
97 Malchavich: OK. 
98 Jaimie: I’m just trying to think of everything I’ve heard and done in 
piano music. 
99 Jaimie: (to Parker) You play the melody and I’ll show Malchavich 
how the harmony goes. 
100  (Jaimie and Parker play. Group cheers and applauds as it 
sounded good) 
101 Jaimie: Thirds always sound good together. 
(October 20, 2016 session) 
In Example 4.5, we can see that Jaimie identified that Malchavich was struggling to lead 
the group, which was evidenced by Jaimie’s efforts to offer assistance. First, Jaimie 
attempted to teach Malchavich the correct way to play the harmony (line 93). Next, 
Jaimie tried to explain the concept of using intervals of a third and related it to her prior 
piano lessons (lines 96 and 98). Finally, Jaimie demonstrated the concept of playing in 
thirds as she performed the harmony while Parker played the melody. The result was a 
beautiful harmony that everyone in the group liked, including Malchavich. Jaimie stated 
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one last time, “thirds always sound good together.”  
Carla as follower. Carla was one of two members of the group who only adopted 
a single role and maintained it during the duration of the study. From the outset, Carla 
followed along with any suggestion that the group set out to accomplish. She always 
voted with the majority in every decision that was made. Each time the group engaged in 
The Circle, Carla listened carefully to other members musical ideas, yet declined to share 
her own with the group. The following is an example of how Carla typically responded 
when asked for her input.  
Malchavich: Do you have anything? 
Carla: Not really. 
Malchavich: If you don’t have anything, you don’t have to play it but if you have 
something, go ahead. Feel free, no judgment.  
Carla: I really don’t have anything. I was just kind of listening to you guys. 
I can go with any tune.  
(October 18, 2016 session) 
Carla did not play alone at any point and she always performed a harmony role in 
all musical products the group produced during this study. She engaged others in 
conversation regularly, and was a full participant in the group, yet her role was to carry 
out the suggestions of others. There was only one instance during the study where Carla 
raised her hand to speak, and this occurred as the group contemplated a title for the piece 
(Medieval Carousel). This was the only moment that Carla was proactive in her 
interactions within the group, as the rest of the time she remained a follower.  
There were two possible influences that may have contributed to Carla assuming 
the role of follower for the duration of the study. First, Carla was the only violist in the 
group and she may have had difficulty performing the musical ideas that were created by 
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the other violinists. “I feel like I just mimicked what they were doing. I didn’t really want 
to play it on a lower chord so I just shifted up to play the notes that they were playing on 
the E string” (Carla, personal communication, November 4, 2016). Second, while all of 
the girls in this study became friends, Carla was also the only group member who did not 
have a pre-existing friendship with another group member at the onset of the study. 
Combined, these influences may have contributed to reluctance of Carla to venture out of 
the role of follower. 
CJ as follower. As was the case with Carla, CJ adopted the single role of follower 
during this study. CJ’s primary instrument was the viola, yet she opted to play bass for 
the entirety of this study. CJ explained her role: “In the group, I was definitely not the 
leader. I feel like I was more of a follower. I feel like if I was playing my viola, I could 
have had more of a leadership role. That way I could show them what I thought” (CJ, 
personal communication, November 4, 2016). The decision to play the bass during the 
study limited CJ’s musical role, and she may have felt less confident because she was not 
playing her primary orchestra instrument as illustrated in the exchange below: 
Malchavich: CJ, do you have anything? 
CJ: I’ll just go with you guys. 
Malchavich: Yeah, you’re a bass, but basses can be creative too. 
CJ: I just don’t know — I’ll just go with whatever you guys do. 
(October 18, 2016 session) 
Many times, as the group discussed musical roles, melodies, and harmonies, CJ 
was disengaged from the conversation, frequently playing on her cell phone. Once the 
group agreed on a musical idea and was ready to rehearse, CJ would pick up her bass and 
play, many times improvising the bass line on the spot. CJ seemed content to accept the 
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collective ideas of others and remained a follower for the duration of this study.  
Parker as follower and leader. Parker assumed the role of both leader and 
follower during the study. As is illustrated by the following data, she engaged in the least 
amount of transactive statements and questioning among the group members. Yet 
musically, she was one of the strongest influences within the group as her musical ideas 
were frequently adopted and developed into a final musical product.  This was evidenced 
by the fact that Parker created the primary melodies that resulted in two of the three 
compositions created by the group (Medieval Carousel and An Invitation from the Grand 
Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under). The result of her musical contributions was 
that members of the group looked to her for musical leadership several times throughout 
the study.  
Parker as follower. Parker adopted the role of follower for the majority of the 
study. She typically sat quietly unless spoken to and agreed with the majority of the 
group on all decisions that were made. This behavior appeared to be consistent with 
Parker’s personality in general as she typically responded with one-sentence answers in 
all interviews, choosing to observe and listen to others rather than becoming the focal 
point of the conversation. However, within the group’s musical compositions, Parker was 
versatile and frequently switched roles between melody and harmony.  
Parker as leader. Parker’s musical leadership in the group was invaluable for the 
other group members as evidenced by the examples in this section. She was the oldest 
girl in the study and was a senior who had been enrolled in orchestra classes since the 
fourth grade. Although she was reserved in her verbal interactions, she was one of the 
		
117 
most vocal musicians in the group as she played with expressive vibrato and possessed a 
knack for producing creative and interesting musical ideas. In the following excerpt, the 
girls were engaged in The Circle process in an attempt to generate a musical idea for a 
new composition. Harley, Margarita, and Jaimie had already played and now it was 
Parker’s turn to share with the group.  
102 Malchavich: Parker, Do you have any input? 
103 Parker: What? You haven’t figured anything out? 
104 Malchavich: We are going around The Circle first before we decide 
anything. 
105 Parker: (groans) Alright, I might just come up with something. I’m 
gonna do this, I might mess it up though.  
106  (Parker plays) 
 Suzanne:  I love that so much; oh my god! 
  (group applauds loudly) 
(September 29, 2016 session) 
In this excerpt, Parker was initially reluctant to play for the group and she stated 
she “might just come up with something” (line 105). However, as the group was engaged 
in five minutes of individual practice time that preceded this excerpt, Parker practiced 
this melody exclusively. The melody eventually became the theme for Medieval 
Carousel. The melody as Parker first performed it is presented in Figure 4.6.  
 
Figure 4.6. Medieval Carousel theme.  
 
Parker’s use of a string-friendly scale (G major), arpeggios, and descending scale 
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passages created a pleasing melody that each member of the group embraced. After the 
group adopted this melody, Parker taught the group each phrase using call and response 
and repetition until each member was able to play it. In ensuing sessions, Parker repeated 
this technique as needed if members had forgotten the melody.  
Margarita as follower and leader. As a freshman, Margarita was one of the 
youngest girls in this study. While she frequently yielded to those who she viewed as 
more experienced in the group, she consistently shared her musical ideas with the other 
members. Her roles within the group were similar to Parker in that she assumed the role 
of follower for the majority of the group, with other instances where she assumed a 
leadership role. Margarita described her roles within the group: 
I guess I took on a few different roles throughout the entire study. When we did 
The Gay Song I came up with the main part that I took from another song that I 
knew. Other times, which was kind of my main role, I was just doing a droning 
background with CJ, so it wasn’t just her on the bass. (Margarita, personal 
communication, November 4, 2016) 
Margarita as follower. Margarita was very outgoing, but she was one of the least 
experienced musicians in the group. Therefore, she frequently deferred to others within 
the group who were more musically experienced. As the girls engaged in The Circle 
process throughout this study, Margarita assumed the role of a follower. This is not to say 
that she did not present her own musical ideas; quite the contrary. However, she yielded 
to other members in all group decisions and always voted with the majority. She rarely 
engaged in transactive verbal interactions; instead, she quietly listened as other group 
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members verbally engaged one another. In the group’s musical compositions, Margarita 
rarely played the melody; instead, she frequently chose to create droning harmonies.  
Margarita as leader. Example 4.7 illustrates Margarita assuming a leadership role 
as the group was brainstorming for an idea for a melody. 
Example 4.7  
107 Malchavich: Alright, any other ideas before we go into our groups, or do 
we want to vote on it now? 
108 Margarita: I’ve got inspiration! I’ve got inspiration! 
109 Malchavich: What’s your inspiration? 
110 Margarita: OK, so there’s a song that I like by a band that no one knows 
about.  
111 Suzanne: What’s the name of the band? 
112 Margarita: I don’t even know that name of it.  
113 Suzanne: Anyway.  
114 Margarita: I learned to play one of their songs. I think it would be cool if 
we did something based off of it. It’s got a nice repetitive 
tone. We could twist it.  
115 Malchavich: Do you want to play it real quick for us? 
116 Margarita: Sure, why not. 
117 CJ: Yeah, solo! Everybody stare! 
118  [group cheers and stares] 
119  [Margarita plays] 
(October 25, 2016 Session) 
After Margarita played, the group voted to adopt her melody. As the leader of the 
moment, she taught the group how to play the melody phrase by phrase in what would 
become The Gay Song. 
Harley as follower, advocate, and leader. Harley assumed the roles of follower, 
advocate, and leader during the study and was the only participant to assume this specific 
combination of roles. She actively participated in the group both verbally and musically. 
She engaged in a high level of transactive communication and contributed a significant 
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amount of melodies and harmonies throughout the collaborative process. Harley 
described her role: 
 A lot of times I was just there to come up with ideas. A lot of times when I’m in 
groups with my friends, I’m the think tank, maybe not so much in this group, per 
say. I just kept spitting out ideas. (Harley, personal communication, November 4, 
2016) 
Harley as follower. Like the others in this study who assumed the role of 
follower, Harley appeared to embrace the democratic process that The Circle provided. 
Harley offered musical input in every instance that she was asked for a contribution, yet 
she never lobbied for the adoption of her ideas. She voted with the majority of the group 
in all decisions and others frequently tutored her in order to learn the material.  
Harley as advocate. Harley was usually the first to call the group to order each 
session and she frequently supported others in the group with encouragement. Example 
4.8 illustrates how Harley supported Malchavich who had just played her musical idea for 
the group and was having difficulty explaining how it would fit in. During this session, 
the group was trying to create a Halloween song.  
Example 4.8 
120 Malchavich:  I like the double string things. I want to incorporate into the 
song maybe some bones things. 
121  (the group doesn’t respond and there is a brief silence) 
122 Harley: I think it would be a really good transition. It’s really dark and 
then all of the sudden the loud sound would wake you up.  
123 Malchavich: My request is that we at least include this part (plays) 
124 Harley: (applauds) 
 (October 18, 2016 session) 
Harley frequently provided support for others in the group to allow their voices to 
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be heard and recognized by the group. During the previous exchange, Harley recognized 
that Malchavich was struggling to gain the acceptance of the group through her playing. 
Harley stepped in after the brief silence (line 121) and proposed that the group could use 
Malchavich’s idea as a transition in the piece. Finally, Harley applauded when 
Malchavich restated her musical idea.  
Harley as leader. An example of Harley’s leadership occurred during the 
November 2016 session. Harley presented the group with a ‘B section’ for Medieval 
Carousel. This moment was an important one for the group as they had been searching 
for an acceptable musical solution to complete the piece. Harley began by performing her 
idea for the group and upon the groups acceptance, she taught the group each phrase 
using call and response. In the final version of Medieval Carousel, the group chose 
Harley to perform the B section as a solo. Figure 4.7 illustrates Harley’s melody as she 
originally presented it to the group.  
 
Figure 4.7. Harley’s melody. 
 
Malchavich and Suzanne as advocate, tutor, facilitator, and leader. Malchavich 
and Suzanne assumed the same roles at various times during this study. Earlier in this 
chapter I described how the two girls both vied to become the leader of the group. The 
group eventually recognized Malchavich as the leader. However, as indicated by the data 
		
122 
in this chapter, it was evident that different people assumed the role of leader at different 
times. Malchavich provided insight on how leadership was spread throughout the group: 
Yeah. I know they said I was the leader but I never felt too much of a leader. 
There were a lot of voices that were stronger in the group. They were clearly more 
prevalent. Every single time they wanted something, that’s the way it ended up. I 
would just delegate what was happening, I never really made any decisions. I 
wish that everyone would have gotten more of a voice and some of the other 
voices would have taken a step back. That’s what I realized as the appointed 
leader, was that I needed to take a step back so I didn’t end up controlling the 
group. Some of the people didn’t feel like they were leaders, but I felt like they 
were leaders. (Malchavich, personal communication, November 4, 2016) 
Malchavich’s statement that she ‘took a step back’ in order to allow other voices to be 
heard illustrated how she engaged in shared leadership within the group. This was what 
enabled Suzanne (and others) a chance to assume the role of leader during this study on 
multiple occasions. Because Malchavich and Suzanne adopted the same roles at different 
points during the study, they are presented together in this section. 
Malchavich and Suzanne as tutors. I have presented numerous examples of the 
leader of the group teaching the other members using call and response techniques. 
However, there were many instances where a group member needed additional help 
learning the material. In the following excerpt Suzanne and Malchavich describe how 
they frequently took members outside of the group to tutor them individually.   
Malchavich: That’s the other thing, when we were trying to learn something, the 
person who already knew it would take the ones who didn’t outside 
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to work on it. 
Margarita: Exactly, first we would always teach it to the whole group at once, 
then anyone who was having trouble, we would take them out into 
the hall. 
Suzanne: Yeah, we would do a little call and response thing. I mean it works 
pretty well. We have a method. 
(November 3, 2016 focus group) 
Malchavich and Suzanne typically assumed the role of tutor when others assumed the 
role of leader. For example, Jaimie frequently based her musical ideas on concepts she 
learned in her private piano lessons, particularly using the interval of a third in creating 
harmonies. The majority of the group had never participated in private lessons or studied 
music theory; thus, they may have experienced difficulty understanding this approach to 
creating harmonies. Malchavich may not have understood the music theory Jaimie 
utilized to construct the harmonies, but she assumed the role of tutor and was able to 
teach other members how to perform the harmonies. Malchavich achieved this by using 
her cell phone to record Jaimie playing the part and then she took the other girls in the 
hallway to teach them how to play it by using the recording. Throughout the study, there 
were many instances when Suzanne and Malchavich taught others using this technique.  
Malchavich and Suzanne as advocates. It was interesting to note that the group 
as a whole never adopted a melody that was introduced by Malchavich or Suzanne. 
Instead, both girls frequently became an advocate for another student. Twice, during The 
Circle, Suzanne forfeited her idea in support of the adoption of others in the group. The 
first instance occurred as Suzanne advocated for Parker’s melody in Medieval Carousel 
and the second instance took place when she advocated for Harley’s melody in the same 
piece. For her part, Malchavich advocated for Margarita’s idea for The Gay Song and 
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Jaimie’s harmony part in Medieval Carousel.   
Malchavich and Suzanne as leader. Both girls demonstrated strong leadership 
throughout the study. First, they recognized the need for rules within in the group as both 
girls assumed leadership roles in the establishment of The Circle interaction order. The 
girls also put others ideas before their own. Because of her family musical background, 
Susanne wanted to write an Irish fiddle piece, but she seemed to recognize that the 
strengths in each member of the group did not warrant the group attempting to write a 
fiddle piece. Both girls kept the other group members on topic or refocused the group 
after they drifted off topic. Every session started with either Malchavich or Suzanne 
discussing where the group was in their creation process and solicited ideas from other 
group members. Their democratic approach allowed every person to have the opportunity 
to present their ideas. According to Malchavich: 
The way it was set up, I think it was pretty equal. Whether or not, the ideas that 
were picked between people were equal, I have no idea. We set it up specifically 
so that everyone would get the opportunity to put something out there. That’s why 
we would give five minutes in The Circle. First, we would vote, then we would 
give everyone five minutes, and everyone that had an idea got to play it for the 
group. Finally, we would vote again. (November 3, 2106 focus group) 
Summary of Group Roles 
The nature of collaborative learning necessitates that individuals adopt a role 
within the group. Strijbos et al. (2005) noted that “roles can be defined as functions, 
duties or responsibilities that guide individual behavior and regulate interaction, and 
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stimulate members’ awareness of group interaction and other members’ contributions” 
(p. 61). Music education researchers have previously found that roles in collaborative 
ensembles were usually assigned by the person with the most advanced musical skills 
(MacDonald & Miell, 2000). However, according to Stahl (2014), roles [are] 
conceptualized as group processes, addressing multiple distinct facets of collaboration 
and being naturally distributed across the group” (p. 368). In the present study, the most 
experienced musicians were Parker and Suzanne, yet neither girl assigned roles to other 
less-experiences members of the group. Conversely, each girl adopted a role and many 
times they assumed a different role according to the needs of the group. Thus, in this 
study, roles were naturally distributed within the group and were subject to change. 
This section has outlined the role(s) that each member of The Spice Girls assumed 
during this study. Additionally, I have documented that there were many instances of 
members switching roles depending on the needs of the group. The next section focuses 
on how the girls used transactive communication and musical instruments as a 
meditational means. This type of communication involved both verbal and musical 
questions and responses that were used as a primary form of communication within the 
group.  
Transactive Communication as Mediational Means 
In their research on collaborative composition, Miell and MacDonald (2002) 
defined transactive communication as talk that developed or extended prior musical 
ideas. Hewitt (2008) stated, “transactive communication was thought to be responsible 
for the quality of the final creative outcome, with high transactive communication 
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appearing to promote better compositions” (p. 13). However, Hewitt’s (2008) noted that 
participants in his study were least likely to engage in transactive questions and 
transactive responses in his study. The participants in the present study used transactive 
communication as a mediational means to communicate with one another. This section 
presents examples of this communication accompanied by commentary. All excerpts are 
presented as they were coded.  
As noted by previous researchers (Hewitt, 2008; Miell & MacDonald, 2000; 
Morgan et al., 2000), transactive communication is more complex in musical settings 
because questions and statements can occur verbally or musically. Additionally, 
questions that are asked verbally can be responded to musically (or vice versa). Example 
4.11 illustrates this point.  
Example 4.11 
125 TS Suzanne: (to Harley) You have the drone. (to Jaimie and 
Parker) You guys are doing the Melody. 
126 D 
TR 
 
Malchavich: (to Suzanne) No, I was working on the drone with 
Harley. I built her part off of the drone, it mainly 
stays on D, and then goes G and B. 
127 TQ Suzanne: OK, well then we are not playing the drone? 
128 TR Malchavich: No. 
129 MTR Harley  (plays the part) 
130 TS Margarita: I feel like it sounded fine. 
131 A 
TS 
Parker: I think so too. I feel like there should be a drone all 
the time. 
132 TQ Suzanne: Like a single note? 
133 A 
MTR 
CJ: I know what you mean, because I have to switch 
between. (Plays D and A notes) 
134 D 
MTR 
Margarita: I played something totally different than CJ. (plays 
F# and D) 
(October 27, 2016 session) 
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Example 4.11 contains a complex verbal and musical exchange between the group 
members as they attempted to clarify musical roles. Suzanne began the exchange with a 
transactive statement (line 125). Immediately, Malchavich disagreed and responded by 
clarifying through a transactive response (line 126). As Malchavich and Suzanne 
continued the discussion (lines 127 and 128), Harley provided a musical response (line 
129). This prompted a transactive statement from Margarita that “it sounded fine” (line 
130). Parker agreed (line 131) which led to another transactive question by Suzanne (line 
132). Finally, CJ and Margarita exchanged musical responses (line 133 and 134) that 
clarify Suzanne’s original question.  
Scollon and Scollon (2004) stated that “there is no meaningful distinction 
between objects and concepts as mediational means” (p. 164). In the previous example, 
musical instruments were just as prominent in the group dialog as the spoken words were. 
For example, consider the dialog in lines 125–134, Malchavich and Suzanne struggled to 
verbally express the how the drone part was constructed and how to play it. Harley never 
spoke a word, yet she responded by playing her violin to answer their questions. 
Instantly, Margarita and CJ joined in the conversation with musical responses of their 
own.  
In their study investigating gender, MacDonald and Miell (2000) noted that 
females working collaboratively on musical problem-solving exhibit more cooperation 
with each other than other gender pairings. They also noted that friendship pairs engage 
in a higher level of transactive communication. The present study of all-female 
participants produced similar results, as there was a high level of cooperation throughout 
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each session and the girls frequently engaged in transactive communication. Regarding 
friendship, by the conclusion of the study all of the girls commented that they became 
friends over that time span. Harley offered her thoughts: “We became friends, not like 
best friends, but definitely we got to meet more people and make music which is a great 
thing to do with others” (Harley, personal communication, November 4, 2016).  
Transactive communication was the primary mode of dialog throughout the 
interactions of this study. The girls frequently used language and musical instruments as 
interchangeable tools to express and refine ideas, provide clarification, or disagree with 
other group members. This type of interaction was consistent with constructivist models 
of social learning where an individual who is working collaboratively learns more than 
would be possible if they were working alone (Vygotsky, 1978; Gee, 2014; and Wertsch, 
2011).  
Discourses in Place 
Researchers who conduct a nexus analysis study are concerned with three integral 
elements that foster social action: this historical body, the interaction order, and 
discourses in place. Chapter Four began with an examination of the historical body of 
each participant. Next, I provide a detailed description of the interaction order of the 
group (The Circle). As discussed in Chapter One, discourses in place refer to the multiple 
discourses that circulate during a social action. Many of the discourses are irrelevant 
while others are invisible because they have become submerged in practice. Furthermore, 
some discourses are hidden, remain unspoken, or are evaded (Scollon, 2007). These 
discourses are tied to each participant’s historical body of previous experiences. 
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Participants in this study embodied a unique discourse based on their home environment, 
beliefs, and musical knowledge. As the students worked collaboratively throughout this 
study, they created three compositions: Medieval Carousel, An Invitation From The 
Grand Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under, and The Gay Song. In this section I 
examine these discourses and how they shaped the musical processes in the creation of 
each musical co-creation. Each composition is presented individually with discussion and 
commentary. 
Medieval Carousel 
Medieval Carousel was the primary composition that the girls created in this 
study. Parker played the initial idea for the piece in session three as the group presented 
potential melodies to each other. The girls continued to develop this piece until the 
conclusion of the study. Medieval Carousel was the most musically complex composition 
of the three pieces the group created. Figure 4.8 is a presentation of Medieval Carousel in 
its completed form.  
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Figure 4.8 Medieval Carousel. 
 
This piece illustrated how the girls implemented the basic compositional 
techniques that were rehearsed during the first two sessions. The melody and harmony 
lines were constructed a third apart, and consisted of extensive use of arpeggios and 
descending scales. Additionally, there were several instances of harmony parts that 
blended to create full chords. Parker, Jaimie, Carla, and Harley performed the main 
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melody/harmony on their primary instruments while Malchavich (mandolin) and CJ 
(bass) performed on secondary instruments. Finally, Suzanne played her violin pizzicato 
in guitar position throughout this piece.  
By session #10 the girls had created the main melody and harmony, yet musical 
roles for the rest of the group were absent. The following excerpt illustrates how the girls 
struggled to navigate the multiple discourses that circulated within the group.  
135 Jaimie: Margarita had a good idea where two instruments could play 
one of the backgrounds where they just monotone G the whole 
time, then switch to D at the end to complete the G chord at the 
end. 
136 Margarita: Bass and violin. The dream team. 
137 Suzanne: I feel like that’s so typical for basses.  
138 Jaimie: It doesn’t have to be bass. We could use two violins. Let’s 
punish the violins. 
139 Jaimie: We need to have an interesting bass part. 
140 Margarita: Here’s an interesting bass part, just have them not play and just 
sit on the bass with that exact expression CJ has on her face 
right now.  
141 CJ: I can do that.  
142 Harley: [randomly starts playing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star] 
143 Suzanne: One of you suggested playing pizzicato. I think a really simple 
one would be to just pluck notes that compliment the melody, 
then at the end we could just tie everything together. 
144 Jaimie: I feel like we should have the G chord at the end. 
145 Parker: So what are we doing? 
146 Suzanne: [to Parker] You look fed up and disgusted all in one facial 
expression. 
147 Jaimie:  I was thinking about something, but I was like that’s a bad 
idea. 
148 Harley [starts randomly playing a fiddle lick] 
149 Parker: Stop! 
150 Carla: I think we are getting off track. 
151 Margarita: I think we kinda have it figured out. 
152 Jaimie: We could add a piano part. 
153 Parker: I feel like there could be a piano intro.  
154 Jaimie: We could have it like a hymn that starts off playing the end of 
the song and then the beginning.  
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The following discourses were present in the previous excerpt. First, Margarita 
initially presented an idea of using the bass to play long notes to provide a foundation for 
the composition. This technique was a deeply embedded role for the bass that is 
submerged in traditional orchestra practices. Next, Margarita proposed a nontraditional 
role stating that CJ could just sit on the bass and not play it (lines 135–140). Twice during 
this exchange, Harley played two songs from her previous musical background. At the 
same time, Jaimie suggested adding a piano part and make it more hymn-like. Both of 
these suggestions directly relate to her musical and family background since she was very 
active in her church and had ten years of piano lessons (line 154). Suzanne stated, “we 
are all trying to figure out completely different things which is going to make things 
really difficult” (line 155).  
Barrett (2014) noted that in collaborative music making “each contributor brings a 
varied profile of skills, knowledge and expertise to the enterprise” (p. 9). The previous 
excerpt illustrated how each musical and verbal statement made by the participants was 
tied to their unique backgrounds. This was echoed in Jamie’s statement: “Medieval 
Carousel contains the qualities of everyone in this group” (Jaimie, November 2, 2016 
personal communication). As the girls participated in the nexus of practice of 
collaborative composition, their historical bodies and discourses were used as 
155 Suzanne: I think we need to settle on one thing to work on. We are all 
trying to figure out completely different things, which is going 
to make things really difficult. I think we have our melody and 
a good upper harmony, but we don’t really have a background. 
I think that should be the thing that we focus on. That is the 
one thing that will really tie everything together.  
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mediational means repeatedly as each girl presented ideas that were rooted in their 
previous musical training and influences. Wertsch (1991) noted that “human action 
typically employees ‘mediational means’ such as tools and language and that these 
mediational means shape the action in essential ways” (p. 12). Indeed, the discourses or 
ideas presented by each girl in the previous exchange were used as a mediational means 
that shaped the social actions within the group.  
An Invitation from The Grand Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under 
As the girls began the October 18, 2016 session, they were clearly excited about 
Halloween approaching. After a brief discussion, they decided to create a composition 
that celebrated the holiday. The girls approached the creation process in the same manner 
as all other sessions by engaging in The Circle. However, the group decided to 
incorporate every musical idea that was proposed during this session into the final 
product. The result was a montage of melodies that culminated in the creation of An 
Invitation from The Grand Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under.  
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Figure 4.9 An Invitation from The Grand Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under. 
 
The piece consisted of five main musical melodies created by Margarita, Harley, 
Parker, Malchavich, and Jamie. Margarita created the opening phrase of double-stops. 
Next, Harley played a melody she called Dancing Tombstones. It began with a D minor 
arpeggio and ended with a descending modified D minor scale. As Harley played the 
melody, the rest of the group began using their stringed instruments as percussion 
instruments by tapping on the backs and sides to create the sound of bones clinking. This 
continued for the duration of the composition while Parker, Malchavich and Jamie 
performed other melodic motifs.  
Throughout the study, it was common each girl to explain the inspiration for their 
musical proposals before they played them. The following excerpt provided insight into 
what led to the creation of the melodies in An Invitation from The Grand Graveyard: The 
Ballroom Six Feet Under. 
156 Jaimie: So mine, I actually based off of one of my favorite piano 
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pieces that I’ve heard. It always struck me as - not really 
creepy - but definitely really haunting, if there is a difference. 
I based it off of that; excuse me if my playing sucks. [plays] 
 
157 Malchavich: OK, I was inspired by this song, you’ve probably heard of it, 
its called Dance of the Carmen Bay. I can’t exactly 
remember the story of it, but it just started making me think 
of a graveyard coming to life at night with Skeletons walking 
around and dancing and stuff. So here is my thing. [plays] 
October 18, 2016 Session 
 
Stauffer (2002) noted that students frequently begin the compositional process by 
expanding or modifying familiar melodies and, furthermore, current or historical themes 
may also become a prominent characteristic in a musical composition. Both Malchavich 
and Jaimie cited familiar melodies as inspiration for the melodies they created.  
Nexus analysis researchers seek to identify “what hidden discourse and 
dialogicalities are there? That is, what’s not being said, being evaded, or so obvious that 
it’s virtually invisible but nevertheless governing the entire action or activity?” (Scollon 
and Scollon, 2004, p. 174). The overarching Western concept of Halloween provided the 
backdrop for this composition. Throughout this session the girls made references to 
skeletons, tombstones, graveyards, bones, and dances of the dead. All of the melodies 
were based on minor scales. Yet, there was no discussion of what scale to play in order to 
achieve a Halloween sound. It was simply understood among the group members, 
moreover, it was an invisible discourse that guided the musical interactions.   
The Gay Song 
The final composition the girls created was titled The Gay Song. Unlike Medieval 
Carousel (which was developed over the entire eight-week period), The Gay Song was 
created during the span of a single session. The finished product included a melody 
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played in unison while accompanied by a bass line and a simple mandolin chord 
progression. The title for this piece proved to be a controversial issue within the group, so 
much so that the group only worked on the piece before it was given a name. 
Subsequently, once the name was adopted, the group never played it again in any of the 
ensuing sessions. As a result, the girls did not develop any harmonies, bass lines, or 
drones for The Gay Song. This section examines how the girl’s discourses shaped the 
compositional processes involved in the creation of The Gay Song.  
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Figure 4.10. The Gay Song.  
 
The collaborative process for this piece was no different than the other two 
compositions the girls created. It began with a discussion of ideas that the group hoped to 
accomplish during the session, followed by The Circle process where each participant 
brainstormed ideas and then presented them to the group. The following excerpt 
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describes how the initial idea for the piece began.   
158 Malchavich: Alright, any other ideas before we go into our groups, or do 
we want to vote on it now? 
159 Margarita: I got inspiration! I got inspiration! 
160 Malchavich: What’s your inspiration? 
161 Margarita: OK, so there’s a song that I like by a band that no one here 
knows about. 
162 Suzanne: What’s the name of the band? 
163 Margarita: I don’t even know the name of it. 
164 Suzanne: Anyway. 
165 Margarita: I learned to play one of their songs. I think it would be cool 
if we did something based off of it. It has a nice repetitive 
tone. We could twist it.  
166 Malchavich: You want to play it real quick for us? 
167 Margarita: Sure, why not. 
168 C.J.  Yeah, Solo! Everybody stare!  
169  [group cheers and stares] 
170  [Margarita plays] 
171 Suzanne: Yeah, we could use that as a skeleton. It’s very simple, its 
very repetitive.  
172 Malchavich: Alright, lets take a vote. Who wants to play Margarita’s 
song?  
173  [Majority of the group votes to play Margarita’s song] 
October 25, 2016 Session 
At this point in the co-creation process, the social practices were proceeding as 
they normally occurred in The Circle process. Margarita told the group that her idea was 
based on a song that she likes (line 161). After she played the melody for the group, both 
Margarita and Suzanne stated that it would be a good melody to use as a “skeleton” or to 
“twist it” into something else (lines 165 and 173). Malchavich called for a vote and the 
majority of the group members voted to adopt the melody as the basis for the 
composition during the session.  
Earlier in this chapter, I provided an introduction for each participant in this 
study. Even though none of the questions in the interview process dealt with sexuality 
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(see Appendix A, Individual Interview Protocol), Margarita openly discussed being gay 
without being prompted. During our initial interview, I questioned her about her musical 
background and twice she stated that she liked specific bands because she was gay. This 
was notable because, while all of the other girls identified musical artists that they liked, 
only Margarita voluntarily cited sexuality as a reason for liking a band.  
Prior to the present session, the girls never discussed sexuality in any form. Yet it 
is likely that Margarita had already concluded that she was the only lesbian member of 
the group. Consider line 161 where Margarita first presents her idea with the following 
statement: “There’s a song that I like by a band that no one here knows about.” Soon 
enough, it would become known to the group members that the song Margarita was 
referring to was a song the celebrated the love of a gay couple. However, at this point, 
Margarita simply chose to play the melody for the group without telling them what the 
melody was about. Instead, she assured them that she knew none of them had heard it 
before.  
The girls spent the next 30 minutes developing the piece by assigning musical 
roles, creating a bass line and a mandolin line. Margarita utilized call and response to 
teach the group how to play the melody. Malchavich recorded the melody with her phone 
and went into the hallway to create a rhythmic accompaniment. Originally, Margarita’s 
melody was in common time signature, but Suzanne altered it to 3/8 in an effort to make 
it a little more in the style of a fiddle tune.  
As usual, once the group had established their roles in the piece, they decided to 
name the piece. The first composition, Medieval Carousel, was named because the group 
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decided that they wanted a ‘medieval’ sounding piece. In the second piece, An Invitation 
from The Grand Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under, the girls were excited about 
Halloween being a few days away so they wanted to create a piece that celebrated the 
holiday. In each of these instances, the group created a title that reflected the collective 
goals of the group. Even though the girls worked diligently on The Gay Song, the act of 
naming the piece created uneasiness within the group, ultimately resulting in the group 
abandoning the piece altogether because of the name. The following event took place as 
the girls contemplated on what to name the piece. 
176 Margarita: I still remember the first time I actually listened to this song. 
I got so emotional, I actually cried. It was kind of sad.  
177 Harley: It’s not even that emotional of a song? 
178 Margarita: It’s nicknamed The Gay Song. 
179 Carla: It’s nicknamed The Gay Song? 
180 Parker: I didn’t do it! 
181 Malchavich: What are we going to name it? 
182 Margarita: The Gay Song. 
183 Parker: No! 
184 Malchavich: Is that what it’s literally called? 
185  [C.J. withdraws from the conversation and starts looking at 
her phone] 
186 Malchavich: I like The Gay Song. 
187 Margarita: The name of the actual piece is called The First Time I 
Kissed A Boy. It’s about a gay couple. 
188 Carla: I can’t imagine naming it that.  
189 Malchavich: I like The Gay Song. 
190 Jaimie: I’m not telling my mom this.  
191 Parker:  Can you imagine telling Mr. Phillips? 
192 Malchavich: Raise your hand if you want The Gay Song? 
193  [Malchavich, Margarita, and Suzanne raise their hand, no 
one else votes, instead they remain quiet] 
October 25, 2016 Session 
At the conclusion of this discussion, the group played the piece once more as the 
session ended; however, CJ refused to pick up her bass because of the title of the piece. It 
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was obvious that in this moment within the group, the discourses and historical 
background of each participant were so strained that some members withdrew from 
participating in further development or negotiation. The mere name of the piece 
prompted Carla, Jaimie, Parker, and CJ to make statements such as “I’m not telling my 
mom,” “I can’t imagine naming it that” and “can you imagine telling Mr. Phillips” (lines 
188, 190, and 191). This was despite the fact that Margarita told the group that the piece 
had meant so much to her that she “got emotional” and  “actually cried” the first time she 
heard it (line 176). Even more noticeable was CJ’s complete withdrawal from any verbal 
and musical participation after the group voted to name the piece.  
Abramo (2011) noted that “the types of musical activities [students] choose to 
participate in are not governed simply by pure musical choice, but are created and 
constrained by gendered and sexual identity” (p. 11). Furthermore, Fitzpatrick & Hansen 
(2011) reported that “high school youth are coping with multiple influences that may also 
affect the development of their sexual identity, such as social, cultural, economical, 
racial, and religious” (p. 21). Even though Margarita was the only openly gay member of 
the group, she may have felt comfortable enough with her relationship with the group 
members that she wanted to compose a song that celebrated her sexuality. Payne (2007) 
stated, “finding a group lends protection to developing adolescents as they try out 
different aspects of the personalities and explore their own potential” (p. 70). It is 
possible that Margarita felt accepted among her peers in the group and was exploring 
connections with her sexuality and music creation for the first time.  
Muñoz-Plaza et al., (2002) explained that high school students frequently identify 
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peers and non-family members as being more supportive than family members by 
providing “emotional and instrumental support” (p. 55). Margarita’s insistence in naming 
the composition The Gay Song may have been a manifestation of her desire to gain 
emotional support from the group. The results were mixed as Malchavich and Susan 
advocated with Margarita for the song title. Yet, Jaimie, CJ, Carla, Harley, and Parker 
were not willing to vocally endorse the name. While they did not vote against the song 
title, their actions, such as remaining silent during the voting and their efforts to distance 
themselves from The Gay Song after it was named, revealed their apprehension towards 
what, for them, was a controversial subject.  
Social Negotiation - A Path For Co-Creation 
I began this chapter by presenting detailed historical information of each girl in 
this study. Each girl’s historical body included family musical backgrounds, musical 
experiences, influences, and pre-existing relationships with other members. As I 
described throughout this chapter, each unique historical body influenced the girls’ 
practices and actions during musical co-creation. The girls adopted roles within the group 
and developed an interaction order to help them navigate the multiple discourses that 
circulated within each collaborative session. The girls were able to create two 
compositions complete with melody, harmony, and chordal structure using this 
interaction order. However, in creating their third composition, The Gay Song, the 
interaction order became strained by the introduction of the topic of sexuality in the 
group. While the group leaders, Malchavich and Suzanne, expressed support for 
Margarita, C.J. briefly withdrew from the interaction order, and the majority of the group 
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abstained from voting on the sexual nature of the title of the composition. However, all of 
the girls in the study noted that they became friends during the study and that the 
collective compositions they created could not have been composed on an individual 
level. 
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CHAPTER 5  
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATION 
This study provided a holistic view of collaborative composition as experienced 
by eight female high school orchestra students.  Throughout their interactions, the girls 
created three original compositions through inspiration, negotiation, debate and 
compromise, and by a convergence of their previous musical backgrounds. This chapter 
provides a summary and discussion of their interactions, as well as implications for music 
education. 
Need for the Study 
This study was conducted in response to recent trends in music education, such as 
the 2014 National Music Standards, that have placed emphasis on collaborative music 
creation and has resulted in an increased need for music educators to understand how 
students engage in small group composition. While there is extensive literature on the 
processes, products, and identities of individual composers, research into these areas in 
collaborative composition is much more limited. In this study, I investigated creative 
collaborative processes and examined the nature of group interactions. Additionally, I 
described the complex interactions involved in collaborative composition in an effort to 
help music educators include more composing opportunities in their classrooms. Finally, 
this dissertation represented an in-depth study of social practices and social action instead 
of broad over-arching concepts of musical versus non-musical communication.  
The purpose of this dissertation was to describe the social practices and social 
actions of high school string students as they engaged in collaborative composition. Data 
was collected from eight high school orchestra students who participated in ten 
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collaborative composition sessions and two focus groups to discuss their experiences. 
Additionally, each participant was interviewed at the beginning of the study to assess 
their musical background and conclusion of this study to clarify reflective data. Details of 
the research design were presented in Chapter Three.  
Restating the Research Questions 
In this section, I review the two primary research questions that guided this study.  
The first research question was: how does social action impact the compositional 
processes involved in co-creation? Social action is “a moment in real time, when multiple 
social practices intersect to form a unique moment in history that is identified by 
participants as social action” (Scollon, 2001, p. 147). Moreover, social action is 
facilitated by a relatively consistent set of social practices (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The 
participants in this study adopted an interaction order they referred to as The Circle. This 
concept was a set of rules for behavior, interactions, and democratic guidelines that 
guided the compositional process. Members of The Circle nurtured one another through 
laughter, praise, and encouragement. It provided a social safety net of acceptance for each 
member of the group. Additionally, it fostered equality within the group regardless of 
previous musical experiences or expertise.  
Social action directly impacted the compositional processes used throughout this 
study in the following ways: (a) it created what Scollon (2001) referred to as a nexus of 
practice or an environment of acceptance and support which facilitated the collaborative 
interactions within the group; (b) it facilitated the navigation of the multiple discourses 
that circulated during the sessions and allowed the historical bodies of the group to 
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converge into a focused process of adopting musical ideas and refining them; and (c) 
social action created a platform in which individual compositional processes could be 
embraced and adopted by the group as a whole.   
Each participant commented that they never would have been able to create one 
of the group’s compositions as an individual composer since the three compositions 
created were a reflection of the group collectively. The Circle allowed each person to 
present a musical idea for each composition that was voted upon by the group. Once an 
idea was accepted, it was embraced by the group regardless of individual preference, with 
the sole exception being the naming of The Gay Song.  
Group norms, values, goals and cohesion were fundamental aspects of the 
interaction order that the girls created. As previously mentioned, the creation of The Gay 
Song momentarily strained the interaction order that guided the actions within the group. 
Although the group created an interaction order, it is important to remember that the girls 
were still members of other groups, such as their personal family life, that had longer-
standing values and beliefs. Sexuality was never discussed by any of the girls throughout 
the study with the sole exception being Margarita. During her initial interview she 
mentioned that she was openly lesbian without being prompted to. As the collaborative 
sessions progressed and the girls all became friends, Margarita may have felt accepted by 
the group enough to reveal her sexuality to the other girls. In their research on LGBTQ 
high school students, Muñoz-Plaza, Quinn and Rounds (2002) stated that lesbians 
“perceived limitations to the emotional support they received from heterosexual peers to 
whom they disclosed their orientation” (p. 54). Once Margarita formally requested the 
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group to accept the proposed title of The Gay Song, there were limitations to the support 
that the group members offered with only two of the seven girls offering support. While 
the other five girls did not vote against The Gay Song, their reluctance to vote indicated a 
clear limitation of support.  
The second research question was: what roles, social structures, or social 
identities do students who are engaged in musical co-creation assume. Participants in this 
study assumed four different roles: follower, advocate, tutor, and leader. Additionally, a 
common theme throughout the study was the adoption of multiple roles. Only two 
members, CJ and Carla, retained a single role for the duration of the study. The other six 
girls assumed multiple roles depending on the needs of the group at a specific moment in 
time. The youngest student, Jaimie, adopted all four roles (follower, leader, advocate, and 
tutor) at one point or another. The adoption of multiple roles corroborated with Burnard’s 
(2002) findings that roles were constantly evolving during music collaboration. However, 
this study did not collaborate Burnard’s claim that roles were assigned by the most 
dominant player: Parker was the most dominant player in the group with nine years of 
orchestra experience and previous experience composing music. Throughout the ten 
sessions, she never assigned or suggested roles for any of the other girls.  
All of the students in the study became friends and stated that they enjoyed 
working with each other. Socially, each student retained their personal identity during the 
study and it was evident in the musical ideas they presented to the group. For example, 
Margarita expressed elements of her sexual identity when she composed the main melody 
of The Gay Song. Suzanne presented various fiddle inspired melodies, while Jaimie’s 
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ideas were grounded in music theory that she learned in her previous piano lessons. 
Discussion 
In Chapter One I referenced Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural learning theory. 
Several of his concepts formed the theoretical foundation for this study, such as the 
mediation of psychological and technical tools and cultural or historical settings. 
Vygotsky recognized the impact of the social and cultural environment on the individual 
learner. Scollon and Scollon (2004) referred these cultural and historical influences as the 
historical body.  
It was apparent that each girl in this study approached composition with 
preconceived musical ideas that originated in their previous musical experiences. 
Specifically, I observed influences from each girl’s family musical environment in each 
of the compositions that they created. For example, Suzanne frequently lobbied for Irish 
fiddle music because of her dad’s influence. This was observed in her fiddle version of 
Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star and later in The Gay Song where she modified the melody 
from 4/4 time signature to 3/8 to make it more “fiddly.” Jamie and Harley’s musical 
home life placed importance on church music and there were numerous times where they 
advocated for hymn-like harmonies such as those found in Medieval Carousel. 
Malchavich’s love of comedy was apparent as she suggested silly song titles such as An 
Invitation from the Grand Graveyard: The Ballroom Six Feet Under, and she frequently 
led sing-alongs of funny songs during the sessions.  
While Vygotsky’s theory of social learning relied upon speech as the primary 
mediator, neo-Vygotskians build upon the idea of learning thru the use of tools, speech, 
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and signs. Scollon (2001) noted that multiple discourses circulate during a social action 
(discourses in place). These discourses have the ability to facilitate learning or constrain 
processes or sequences of a performed action (Berg, 1997). The girls in this study had to 
navigate the multiple discourses that originated on an individual level and adopt a 
primary discourse that was understood on a global level. This was negotiated through the 
combination of musical instruments and spoken dialog that converged to create a 
language that was adopted as the primary discourse for the participants. Moreover, I 
contend that there was no spoken language or musical language, as they could not be 
separated since one was dependent on the other. There were many instances where the 
girls were unable to express a thought or idea with verbal dialog; instead they relied on 
their instrument to communicate with the other group members. Furthermore, questions 
that were asked verbally were routinely answered through the playing of instruments. 
Indeed, spoken language and musical language combined to create a primary discourse 
that facilitated mediation.  
This study was based in the constructivist view that learning is socially negotiated 
and that a student can learn more with others than they can alone. Along with Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural learning theory, concepts from nexus analysis (Scollon and Scollon, 2004), 
contributed to the theoretical foundation for this study. Nexus analysis researchers 
consider the impact of three primary cycles: historical body, discourses in place, and the 
interaction order. The interaction order contends that there are invisible group norms and 
rituals that facilitate how the group interacts with one another. The participants in this 
study adopted an interaction order they referred to as The Circle. The adoption of this 
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interaction order occurred through a series of events in which the girls recognized the 
need for an underlying structure that would foster expectations and order. While 
instruments served as technical tools, the Circle served as a social tool because it directed 
behavior in the group. In the section that follows, I provide detail on how this interaction 
order impacted the compositional processes throughout this study.  
Navigating the Nexus of Practice  
 
One goal of this study was to examine how social action and social practices 
emerged within the group. Also, I was interested in how the students used language and 
tools (musical instruments) interchangeably to communicate with one another. Gee 
(1998) stated, “a society is ‘owned’ and ‘operated’ by a socio-culturally defined group of 
people. These people are accepted as ‘members’ of the Discourse and play various 
‘roles’, and give various ‘performances’, within it” (Gee, 2008, Chapter 2, Section 1, 
para. 4). The present study was an example of Gee’s statement in action. The Circle, as 
developed by the participants in this study, embodied a community of musicians with a 
common goal to create music together. In this community, the girls adopted various roles 
and were accepted by one another as members of the group. The Circle was owned and 
operated democratically by its members. Acting together, these aspects guided all of the 
compositional processes of the group (Figure 5.0). 
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Figure 5.1. Sequence of Compositional Processes during The Circle 
Figure 5.1 illustrated the typical compositional process embodied within The 
Circle. In addition to this process, an underlying set of rules governed the individuals of 
the group.  
• Each member of the group sits inside the circle, facing one another. 
• No playing your instrument when someone is addressing the group. 
• Raise your hand to request the entire group to listen to you.  
• The collective goals of the group are paramount.  
• Applaud and respect everyone’s efforts. 
The Circle represented social action that was mediated by language and musical 
instruments, governed by equality.  
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The first step in this interaction order was the initiating activity. Hopkins (2015) 
noted that “a piece may be conceptually planned in terms of form, style, tonality, and 
tempo before the composing begins” (p. 407). During the initiating activity, the girls in 
this study verbally proposed general ideas about a style of music, specific topic, theme or 
event, and a specific key for the composition. The purpose of the initiating activity was to 
narrow the focus and objective of the group so that each member had a clear idea of the 
overall goal of the session. Moreover, it was common for the initiating activity to 
conclude once all of the girls had agreed on the style and tonality of the piece. The group 
deferred the issues of form and tempo until later in the interaction order in order to ensure 
each girl had an opportunity to present their idea to the group. 
The second step of The Circle interaction order was playing alone. Berg (1997) 
referred to this step as “practicing alone” (p. 194) in her research on two high-school 
chamber groups engaged in rehearsals. Allsup (2003) called this type of individual 
practicing in the presence of others exploratory improvisation. During this step, students 
acted on the ideas that were agreed upon during the initiating activity by individually 
brainstorming to generate ideas. As noted by Wiggins (2000) and Stauffer (2002), a 
common starting point for creating an original melody was by basing it from a familiar 
melody. The girls in this study frequently cited a song that they learned or liked to listen 
to as inspiration for the melodies that they created.  
The third step in The Circle interaction order was group sharing. During this step, 
each girl was given the opportunity to present their musical motif for the entire group and 
elaborate on the personal connection she had to the melody. In instances where a group 
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member chose not to play individually in front of the group, it was common for them the 
verbally present what their idea sounded like. Both Rogoff (2011) and Gee (2014) noted 
that students who are allowed to openly take ownership of their dialog within the 
presence of their peers become accepted as part of the community. The present study 
duplicated these findings in every session as the girls engaged in-group sharing 
consistently throughout the creation process.  Sawyer (2006) explained that the level of 
creativity demonstrated within a group was directly attributed to the contributions of all 
members. In the present study, this group sharing was manifested via verbal or musical 
language, or a combination of the two. While Seddon (2006) and Burnard (2002) stated 
that students who possess the most advanced musical skills dominated this type of dialog, 
this was not the case in the present study. Group sharing was equally distributed without 
regard for musical ability. Instead, the girls placed importance on communicating to other 
members why or what inspired them to create a particular melody. Often, inspiration for 
melodic material was based on their historical background of their family lives, 
experiences, or current events.  
The fourth step in this collaborative process was democratic voting. Allsup (2003) 
noted that “when students are given space to explore freely, to work democratically, they 
will create (from one of their musical worlds) a context about which they are familiar, 
conversant, or curious” (p. 35). During this stage, participants engage in “elaboration and 
integration of the perspectives of the different collaborators into a mutually shared view” 
(Azmitia, 1998, p. 209). Furthermore, each proposal was subjected to a “presentation of 
alternative and evaluative viewpoints” (Dillion, 2003, p. 895). The girls in the present 
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study voted for every aspect of the three compositions they created including the style, 
tonality, harmonies, melodies, and composition titles. The girls frequently integrated 
ideas of different group members in their compositions. For example, in The Gay Song, 
Suzanne took Margarita’s melody and created a fiddle version that eventually became the 
B section of the piece. It was through this refinement process that a melody could be 
altered or combined with other ideas. Once the group was satisfied with the potential of a 
musical idea, it was put to a democratic vote among the participants.  
The final stage of The Circle interaction order was adoption/implementation of 
the idea. Campbell (1995) noted that it was common for a member of the group to create 
an original melody and other group members to create their own individual part in her 
research on group composition in a garage band setting. During this stage, the member 
who originally created the melody taught it to the other group members using call and 
response teaching techniques for each musical phrase. Additionally, group members 
might record the original melody and practice in smaller groups to create their own role, 
particularly for chordal instruments.  
Assessing the Impact of Friendship on Collaborative Musical Processes  
 This study contributes to the literature on collaborative music processes and 
friendship. At the beginning of this study I documented pre-existing friendships between 
the girls in this study for two reasons: (a) to note any potential impact on the interactions 
of the group between friends and non-friends; and (b) to compare the results of this study 
with previous researchers findings on the role of friendship and musical co-creation. 
According to a meta-analysis conducted by Newcomb & Bagwell (1995), students 
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who work collaboratively with a friend have been found to experience positive 
engagement, conflict management, task activity, and communal relationships. These 
writers indicated that friends engaged in more smiling and laughter and are more prone to 
offer assistance to others in the group versus non-friends. Moreover, Miell & MacDonald 
(2000) stated that female groups reciprocated support for one another when working 
together as friends. In the present study, only one girl reported a pre-existing friendship 
with at least two other group members, whereas the majority of the other girls had a pre-
existing friendship with one other girl. Yet, all of the girls stated that they became friends 
by the conclusion of the sessions. I observed successful negotiation of conflicts as well as 
positive engagement during each session. Furthermore, the girls in this study supported 
one another with applause, laughter, and positive comments. Thus, this study 
corroborated with the findings of Newcomb & Bagwell and Miell & MacDonald (2000).  
Previous researchers noted an increased risk of off-task behavior amongst friends 
who work collaboratively (Burland, 2001). Despite being able to create three original 
compositions as a group, a few of the girls commented that they wished they could have 
stayed on-task more often. There were instances in six sessions where Malchavich would 
play chord progressions on her mandolin as she improvised silly lyrics. Without fail, the 
other girls would gradually join in until everyone was singing and laughing. Other 
examples of the girls going off-topic included political discussions regarding the 
upcoming United States presidential election and individual instances of someone 
doodling on their instrument while the rest of the group was engaged in discussion. While 
it was not possible to corroborate Burland’s (2001) claim of an increased risk of off-task 
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behavior, there were multiple instances where the girls in this study engaged in off-task 
behavior.  
Students who engage in collaborative music composition may prefer working in a 
group versus working alone. For example, Faulkner (2010, 2003) noted that students 
preferred composing in a group because it was “fun and more effective than composing 
individually” (p. 111). Conversely, other researchers such as Gammon (2001) and Van 
Ernst (1993) stated that students had no preference to compose individually or 
collaboratively and that group composition was largely an ineffective method for 
composing. However, in the present study, all of the girls stated that they had fun 
collaborating with one another. Additionally, all of the girls stated that the collaborative 
compositions reflected something about each of the individuals in the group and that they 
would have never produced the type of compositions had they been creating it by 
themselves. Several of them claimed it was more fun to work collaboratively, but more 
productive to create individually. Others praised the availability of different musical ideas 
when working collaboratively. Thus, this study corroborated with the findings of 
Faulkner (2003, 2010) regarding student preference for working collaboratively; yet it 
was impossible to determine if working collaboratively was more effective than 
composing individually. 
Assessing the Impact of Historical and Cultural Influences in Musical Processes  
Wiggins (2000) stated, “ideas are born and reside within understandings 
developed through experiences with the music of their lives and also experiences with 
teachers and peers in music classrooms” (p. 87). Faulkner (2010) added, “the home seems 
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nevertheless to be a valuable source of musical material influenced by a range of school, 
family, local cultural and mass-media factors” (p. 115). Indeed, historical and cultural 
aspects were observed as being influential to the composition process in the present 
study. Data indicated that familiar melodies, political discourse, family musical life, and 
sexual identity impacted decisions made within the present study.  
Both Wiggins (2000) and Stauffer (2002) noted that students frequently use 
familiar melodies as starting points for their own compositions. This study corroborated 
with these findings as many of the ideas presented by the participants were first prefaced 
as being based upon a song that they liked, or a tune they previously learned on their 
instrument. Sociopolitical issues were also influential in the composition process. The 
present study took place in the weeks before the 2016 United States presidential election 
and the girls frequently discussed politics and aspects of democracy in their adoption of 
rules and roles. Family musical life shaped the way each student approached the 
compositional process. Suzanne’s musical tastes were rooted in the tradition of her dad’s 
preference for Irish music. Parker and Margarita preferred rock-based melodies, while 
Jaimie, Malchavich, and CJ were influenced by hymnal qualities of church music.  
Synthesis 
Each girl in this study approached music composition with a set of social 
practices that were influenced by her historical body. Social practices included previous 
experiences with individual endeavors with composing, previous private lessons or 
ensemble experiences, the role music played in their family activities, and how their 
families valued playing a musical instrument. This historical body was different for each 
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girl and it shaped the discourses that were in place at the onset of the study. Social action 
facilitated the navigation of these discourses and resulted in the adoption of a primary 
discourse that impacted the compositional processes of the group as a whole. The girls’ 
creation of a primary discourse was achieved by the implementation of an interaction 
order that was created, agreed-upon and owned by the girls in this study. Rules were 
established to create a consistent set of procedures and expectations for the process of 
creating music. Democratic ideology and equality of group members were supported with 
positive reinforcement and nurturing.  
Both the interaction order and democratic ideology had a direct impact on the 
compositional processes that were unique to this group.  
Within this interaction order, each girl adopted the roles of leader, follower, 
advocate and tutor based on specific needs of the group at any given moment. Frequently, 
the girls modulated in and out of multiple roles within a single session. All of these roles 
collectively represented a community where leadership was shared and supported the 
guiding principles of the interaction order.  
Implications for Music Education 
I found that students who participated in unstructured co-creation developed a set 
of social practices that facilitate social action. Additionally, students frequently assumed 
multiple roles in musical co-creation without regard for musical expertise, thus enabling 
them an equal voice in the creative process. Scruggs (2008) stated, “music ensemble 
teachers can incorporate a learner-centered classroom environment that engages students 
musically, promotes independence and leadership, and involves students in higher order 
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thinking” (p. 1). In the present study, the girls rotated leadership depending on the 
group’s needs at that particular moment in time. Additionally, they demonstrated musical 
independence by engaging in higher order thinking as they built using chordal structure 
based on intervals of a third. The girl’s frequently tutored each other and taught the group 
using call and response strategies. I present the following implementations for music 
education: 
Empowering Students  
Students who are offered choices and more control of their learning processes 
have been found to be motivated to develop autonomy in music composition and enjoy 
learner-centered collaboration (Holsberg, 2009). Furthermore, researchers have 
advocated for increased student ownership and responsibility in educational decisions 
(Blair, 2009; & Sheldon, 2001; Turner, 1999). The girls in this study incorporated 
democratic principles such as group sharing and voting to ensure that each girl had the 
opportunity present their ideas. These democratic principles resulted in shared ownership 
of the groups social practices and actions. Moreover, all of the girls reported that 
composing music with others was fun. In fact, they did not want the study to end because 
of the friendships they formed with each other. All of the girls in this study reported that 
the three compositions they created were something they never could have accomplished 
as an individual. Malchavich explained why she preferred working in a group: 
I like how a group has more instruments. Normally, when I’m working by myself, 
everything I do is homogeneous — pretty much all the same sounding things or 
the same type of music. When you’re in a group it’s like ideas, ideas, ideas! 
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(Malchavich, personal communication, November 3, 2106) 
I provide the following implication for music educators: Teachers may find benefit from 
allowing students to participate in unstructured small group composition regularly. By 
allowing the students an opportunity to create on a consistent basis, unencumbered by 
expansive teacher-created frameworks, students may develop an interaction order that 
facilitates a creative process that each group member can embrace. Additionally, students 
may be more likely to experience increased enjoyment and sense of camaraderie in their 
music education classes.   
Students Teaching and Learning Collaboratively  
Music education literature supports the notion that students who work 
collaboratively function as both a teacher and a learner (Ensergueix & Lafont, 2010; 
Fantuzzo, Riggio, Connelly, & Dimeff, 1989; Scruggs, Spencer, & Fontana, 2003; King 
et al., 1998). Several participants in the present study assumed the roles of teacher and 
learner including many instances where a less experienced student tutored a more 
experienced student. Green (2008) noted that although collaborative music-making may 
not be specifically designed for students to teach each other, the nature of group 
interactions fostered learning. Green explained: 
Learning occurs more or less unconsciously or even accidentally, simply through 
taking part in the collective actions of the group. This includes unconscious or 
semi-conscious learning during music-making, through watching, listening to and 
imitating each other. It also involves learning before, during and after music-
making, through organizing, talking and exchanging views and knowledge about 
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music, such as deciding who will play what, sharing ideas about chords, rhythms 
or melodies, swapping parts, seeking each others’ opinions, and so on. Although 
not directly intended to foster learning experiences, ‘group learning’ in this 
definition, both during and outside of music-making itself, tends to lead to the 
gradual refinement of the musical product. 2008, p. 120 
The activities described by Green were present in the collaborative setting of this 
study. The girls actively learned from each other as the engaged in musical co-creation 
resulting in three original compositions. Students took turns teaching the group using call 
and response techniques. Moreover, students who needed additional tutoring were pulled 
from the group and tutored in a dyadic setting. The individual tutoring may have 
influenced Jaimie as she was reluctant to play alone in front of other students at the 
beginning of the study. However, by the conclusion of the study, all of the girls except 
Carla regularly played individually in front of their peers.  
Because students who participate in collaborative learning assume the role of 
teacher and learner, I provide the following implication for music education. If teachers 
allow students opportunities to co-create music, students may be able to develop mutually 
agreed-upon social practices that impact compositional processes and foster creativity 
within the group. Moreover, the small group interactions of student-led collaborations 
may afford students who are reluctant to perform alone in instrumental ensembles the 
opportunity to do so in a smaller setting.  
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Bridging the Gap Between Public Music Education and Students’ Home Musical 
Environment  
Research in the social psychology of music notes that music education is a social 
activity and that sociocultural issues relating to a student’s home life impact how and 
why students participate in public school music programs (Hargreaves & North, 1997). 
Taebel (1994) explained that educators could benefit from considering the “wider social 
context in which children listen to, play and learn about music” (p. 58). In the present 
study, seven of the eight students cited influences from their home musical environment 
as their primary reason for their initial decision to play a musical instrument. In each of 
these instances, the participants indicated that they were influenced by a parent or sibling 
who also played a musical instrument or by the type of music that was frequently listened 
to in their home environment. Both Stauffer (2002) and Wiggins (1999) claimed that 
elements of compositions created by young composers are linked to their home 
environment. The present study corroborated these findings; therefore, I make the 
following implication for music education: Music educators may find benefit from 
allowing students to compose music that is relevant to their musical home environment. 
Additionally, teachers may find benefit from providing unstructured compositional 
collaborations that do not restrict students to create music in specific genres. By 
providing students with opportunities to integrate their personal music preferences, 
combined with those of their peers, they may be able to compose music that helps to 
align public music education and each student’s personal musical aspirations.   
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Methodological Limitations 
In this section I address three methodological limitations of this study. First, from 
the onset of the study, I intended to examine the role of gender in collaborative 
compositions by also including an all-male group for comparison. However, during the 
ten sessions I held for the male group, there was only one session in which every member 
of the group was present. The other nine sessions resulted in at least one member of the 
group being absent, with many instances of more than one member being absent. I was 
unable to collect sufficient data from this group due to this limitation. Had I been able to 
include this group in the study, I would have been able to present data concerning social 
practices of male groups, in addition to the data presented on the female group, as well as 
conduct a cross-case analysis between the groups.  
A second methodological limitation in this study was teacher-provided student 
training such as call and response, building harmonies based on intervals of a third, and 
modeling positive feedback. I never intended to address the issue of providing training to 
students prior to their musical collaboration. I was a participant of the group during the 
first two sessions in order to gain acceptance as a member of their group and to learn 
more about each member. During these sessions, I frequently led call and response 
sessions, created melodies based on scales, arpeggios, harmonies based on thirds and 
modeled support and encouragement for each member of the group. It was only later in 
the study that I realized that the girls took the skills that I taught them and embedded 
them within the social practices that they adopted as a group. In a future study, I would 
carefully consider what compositional skills to teach the students and note what 
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compositional strategies were the most beneficial for the group in their collaborative 
interactions.  
A third limitation in this study concerned the length of each collaborative session. 
I decided to make each session 45 minutes in duration because it mirrored the typical 
length of the orchestra classes in an educational setting. However, it became apparent that 
the students would have benefited from a longer session. Frequently, students would tell 
their peers that they needed to hurry up because there was only 10 or 15 minutes left 
during a session. The participants were very diligent on completing all objectives in each 
session and as a result, the participants rejected some ideas that would have required 
additional time to explore their possibilities. In a future study, I would set the session 
length at 60 minutes in duration to facilitate the students’ desire to create more complex 
compositions.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
The National Association for Music Education revised its standards in 2014 as 
part of an educational movement that encourages students to problem-solve 
collaboratively. A major component of the new music standards places an emphasis on 
students composing music as an ensemble. Collaborative music composing literature is a 
fertile ground for researchers to gain insight into the vast sociocultural issues that 
influence the processes and products of these collaborations. In this section, I present 
recommendations for future research in collaborative music making. First, I address the 
influence of teacher-provided student training in collaborative musical composition. 
Subsequently, I present ways that future researchers might investigate the social practices 
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of student-led collaborations. Finally, I outline recommendations for research that 
investigates the impact of the musical home environment on public music education. 
1. In the present study, the girls were allowed to create their own rules and 
goals as they were engaged in collaborative composition. The girls created 
an interaction order that governed all social practices of the group and 
facilitated social action. While the interaction order consisted of a set of 
rules, it also fostered a culture based on democratic principles and 
nurturing. Macdonald, Miell and Mitchell (2002) stated that gender did not 
have a significant influence on collaborative composition, yet they stated 
that female groups exhibited more nurturing characteristics when 
compared to all-male groups. However, in their research, Macdonald et 
al., created the student groups instead of letting the students create their 
own groups. Future researchers might conduct research aimed at 
examining what role gender has in student-created interaction orders. For 
example, are their differences in in all-male groups versus all-female 
groups? Do all-male and all-female groups share similarities regarding 
student-created cultural aspects such as equality, democratic voting, and 
shared leadership?  
2. While the present study contributed to the literature regarding student-
centered learning in music education, more research is needed that 
investigates how students engage in peer-led collaborations on 
unstructured musical activities. How do students create and implement 
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overarching social practices to facilitate teaching and learning in musical 
collaboration? Webb (2012) noted that students rely on previous musical 
experiences to negotiate collaborative musical activities, however as 
demonstrated in the present study, students relied on an interaction order 
to negotiate co-creation. What types of interaction orders emerge in 
student-led collaborative music composition? How do these student-
created interaction orders shape compositional processes? 
3. More research is needed that investigates the impact of students’ home 
musical environment on participation in public school instrumental 
ensembles and vice versa. In the present study, parents’ or siblings’ 
musical experiences and preferences shaped the compositional practices of 
each girl. Subsequently, each girl cited parent/sibling preferences for 
specific genres of music and parent/sibling preferences for playing a 
specific musical instrument as being influential in her musical practices. 
More research is needed that investigates the influence that 
parents/siblings previous musical experiences have on the compositional 
practices of students currently enrolled in instrumental music ensembles.  
How can music educators provide additional opportunities in collaborative 
musical activities that encourage students to incorporate these external 
musical influences with the goals of music education programs? 
Alternatively, how can music educators better serve the individual goals of 
students and their families in relation to their collective musical goals?  
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4. More research is needed regarding the impact of providing training in 
compositional techniques to students. Specifically, how does this training 
manifest itself in the collaborative musical creation process of students 
working without teacher guidance? Perhaps a study that provided training 
in compositional techniques to one group and a control group of the same 
gender and age would help researchers understand the impact of providing 
training. Does providing basic instruction limit the ability of the group by 
restricting them to teacher-generated techniques? Does providing training 
improve student collaborations? What impact does teacher provided 
training have on social practices of the group? 
5. In the present study, students engaged in unstructured musical co-creation; 
that is, students were not provided with teacher guidelines on what a 
finished musical product should consist of. Previous researchers have 
implemented structured (Hopkins, 2015 & Miell & MacDonald, 2000) and 
unstructured (Kosak, 2015 & Stauffer, 2002) models of collaborative 
compositions that have yielded mixed conclusions on the effectiveness of 
each approach. More research is needed that investigates how 
compositional products differ in structured versus unstructured small 
group music co-creation.  
Democracy, Equality, Nurturing and Music Composition 
In this study, I described the social practices and social actions as they naturally 
occurred for eight high school orchestra students engaged in musical co-creation. The 
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study was a contribution to the collaborative music composition literature that 
investigated sociocultural issues and their impact on student’s compositional processes. 
Consistent with constructivist sociocultural learning theories, collaborative composition 
consisted of spoken language and musical instruments being used as tools to establish a 
discourse. I found that the girls in this study created an interaction order to govern all 
interactions of the group. They referred to this order as ‘The Circle’ as it contained a set 
of social practices that facilitated social action within the group. Specifically, it outlined 
all rules and practices for the group. Additionally, it represented a culture that nurtured 
each group member and their ideas. This democratic set of principles placed the power in 
the hands of the group members, not the appointed group leader. The Circle promoted 
equality among the members regardless of personal preferences or past musical 
experience; each member supported the will of the group through this interaction 
framework.  
This study also shed light on the impact of role exchange and tutoring in the 
collaborative interactions. Six of the eight girls assumed multiple roles including leader, 
follower, advocate, and tutor. Each group member adopted a role without regard to 
musical expertise. Furthermore, members assumed each role depending on specific needs 
of the group each particular moment in time. The group members referred to their roles as 
performing functions similar to roles carried out by family members. In fact, the girls 
frequently referred to the group as a family.  
High school is a transitional time for adolescent females and participation in 
collaborative activities has been shown to have positive effects in individual social 
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development (Essles et al., 2003). High school students are a couple years removed from 
middle school and only a few years from adulthood. Each girl in the present study was in 
the process of navigating this important stage of life and shared one common trait-a love 
for music. Even though each girl viewed music differently based on her historical body, 
the opportunity to create music with others resulted in a spirit of negotiation and 
compromise. Through their interactions, the girls were able to act democratically, express 
care and learn from one another, and in the process, create music. I believe these might 
be some of the most important goals music educators could strive for their students to 
achieve in their classrooms. I close this research with a final quote from Parker:  
“I think it's amazing how, even with the musical diversity within the group, we 
were able to set our differences aside and form a compromise and play something 
completely different — something each of us would never even consider playing. 
We ended up becoming a little family, and I'll never forget how much more open-
minded I became after collaborating with those I didn't know before. May the 
Medieval Carousel spin forever in our hearts.” (Parker, August 14, 2017) 
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Appendix A Individual Interview Protocol 
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Appendix B Focus Group Interview Protocol 
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Appendix C List of Codes and Operational Definitions 	
(i) Codes used for Speech 
The first five are for simple non-transactive turns: 
P     when the child proposes something- asserts/suggest it. E.g. ‘Let’s use the 
        drum’, ‘I can make a good lion noise.’ 
R     when the child reiterates something- repeats without substantial alteration. E.g. 
        Child A: ‘When does the snake come in?’ [Child B: ‘um…’] Child A: ‘When do we 
        hear the snake?’ 
I      when the child provides information about something. e.g. ‘you can only just 
        hear the sound.’ 
A     when the child expresses explicit agreement about something. e.g. ‘oh yeah, 
        right.’ 
D      when the child expresses explicit disagreement about something. e.g. ‘No, that’s 
         C, D not C, E’ 
The remaining six codes are for transactive turns: 
TS    Transactive statements are spontaneously produced critiques, refinements, 
          extensions or significant paraphrases of ideas. Operations on the other’s ideas 
         TSO are labeled ‘other oriented’ (Child A: ‘key 18 gives us an insect noise’ 
         Child B: ‘that doesn’t sound like insects, it’s more like a big animal?’). 
         Spontaneously produced clarifications of the child’s own ideas are coded as ‘self 
         oriented TSS (Child A: ‘I’ll play 18’ [Child B ‘OK’] Child A: ‘Wait a minute, not 
         18, it should be 8’). 
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TQ    Transactive questions are spontaneously produced requests for clarification, 
          justification or elaboration. Requests for elaboration of the partner’s ideas are 
          labeled ‘other-oriented’ TQO (Child A: ‘make the tree felling noise again’ 
         Child B: ‘how did we do that- did we press key 20?’) and requests for evaluative 
          feedback on the child’s own ideas are coded ‘self-oriented’ TQS (Child A: ‘we 
          want something that sounds smoother’ [plays on keyboard] Child A: ‘what 
          about that?’). 
TR     Transactive responses are clarifications, justifications or elaboration of ideas 
           given in answer to a TQ. Responses that elaborate on the partner’s ideas are 
           ‘other-orientated’ and coded TRO (Child A: ‘we could use that- what’s that 
           called?’ Child B: ‘um… “bells” … yes, try that, that could be what we need’), and 
           those that elaborate on own ideas are ‘self-oriented’ and coded TRS (Child A: 
          ‘now we need to make rain’ [plays on xylophone] Child A: ‘that works… yes, 
           tinkly rain noises’).  
(ii) Codes used for Music 
MS      When a child appears to be playing for him/herself and is not engaged 
             with/oriented to the group, the motif is coded MS. 
MP      When a new musical motif is played for the first time.  
MR      When a child re-iterates a motif without substantial alteration.  
MTS    Spontaneously produced musical refinements, extensions or elaborations of 
              previously played motifs. Where the previously played by the partner it is 
              coded MTSO. 
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MTR    Musical responses and elaborations of earlier (verbal) questions or 
             enquiries. Where the question was asked by the child, this is coded MTRS, 
             and where it was asked by the partner, it is coded MTRO. 
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